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With few Asian American women executives, little is known of how they reach to the top 
leadership roles. The purpose of this study was to explore how Asian American women learned 
and unlearned to overcome barriers and additional activities they engaged in to achieve career 
upward mobility at large corporations. The study sought to answer three main questions: (a) how 
do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their careers; (b) how 
do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face; (c) what other activities 
do they engage in to advance their careers.  
To achieve this purpose, the researchers employed a qualitative, embedded single-case 
approach drawing upon the career experiences of 26 Asian American women from financial and 
technology industries at Fortune 500 companies with three data collection methods: (a) a 
demographic inventory survey and an assessment of perceived bicultural self-efficacy, (b) semi-
structured interviews, and (c) focus group. Three key findings emerged: (a) a majority of 
participants experienced perceptual, organizational and personal barriers in advancing their 
careers, with nuances in how they experienced them based on career stages, industries, and the 
immigration process; (b) through critical reflections, a majority of participants unlearned certain 




actions that helped them overcome barriers. They also exercised self-efficacy and received 
external validation to reinforce their learnings that contributed to career advancements; and (c) 
all participants enlisted efforts from professional and personal networks to advance their careers, 
while a majority found organizational activities helpful in their leadership development and 
career progression.   
The principal recommendations of this study have implications for Asian American 
women who are interested in pursuing executive roles, human resources professionals and 
leaders who are committed to improve organizational diversity and inclusion practices, and adult 
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Indra Nooyi wiped away her tears while accepting an American flag at her retirement 
celebration party in 2018. The significance of the American flag, announced by a top-level 
executive, was a symbol representing the meritocracy of PepsiCo as a corporation and for 
America as a country that nurtured this first-generation Asian immigrant woman to lead an 
iconic American brand. Standing in the crowd as a new employee, I was deeply honored to have 
witnessed a historical moment as one of the longest-serving female CEOs stepped down from a 
Fortune 100 company. Interestingly, in the news media, Nooyi’s vocal regret of her struggle to 
balance work and family life, particularly when her children were younger, received greater 
coverage and became the impetus for work/life debates compared to her actual work 
achievements (Haigh, 2018). On the contrary, when male CEOs leave their posts, their personal 
lives are rarely mentioned and attention is solely given to their leadership of the company’s 
business performance.   
Following her retirement in 2019, Nooyi was appointed as a board member of 
Amazon.com (Maidenberg, 2019). As an Asian immigrant woman, Nooyi’s career success is an 
outlier when among Fortune 500 companies, only 6.6% of CEO roles are occupied by women 
(Zillman, 2019) and only 1.1% of board seats are appointed to Asian American women (Alliance 
for Board Diversity & Deloitte, 2018). The idea of meritocracy, for Asian American women, is 
far from reality and minimizes their career challenges and their efforts to overcome them (Li, 
2014). Chang (2015), an author and activist, conducted a study on public perceptions of women 
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of color through Google’s research algorithm and reported that Asian women are the least likely 
to be viewed as leaders and the most likely to be fetishized.   
These perceptions are manifested in the workplace when Asian American women receive 
less respect, even when they have the same professional status as their White counterparts 
(Murti, 2017). Bias perception is one of the known barriers that Asian American women have to 
manage at the workplace (Nichols, 2017). Asian American women are caught in a unique double 
bind (Kramer, 2020) where, on one hand, they are perceived as a lotus flower—modest, 
differential, and passive. On the other hand, the stereotypes stem from the notion of dragon lady, 
which portray Asian American women as too intense or aggressive or alienating their colleagues 
(Li, 2014). Either way, they are considered as lacking in the kind of social skills required for 
high-level executive roles (Kramer, 2020).  
Since Asian American women executives are scarce, there is a lack of academic 
understanding of their executive development process (Nielsen, 2019). Therefore, it is crucial to 
have a holistic overview of the barriers that impede their career upward mobility and how and 
what they learn to overcome these barriers in the organizational context. Furthermore, by 
identifying the learning and unlearning process for those who have achieved executive roles, 
these experiences can serve as stepping-stones to attract and retain the talents of more Asian 
American women in corporate America. Subsequently, the findings also contribute to the adult 
learning field and organizational diversity and inclusion practices. 
Background and Context 
By 2017, more than 50% of Asian American women age 25 and older had earned a 
bachelor’s degree or more, compared to 34% of all Americans who earned a bachelor’s degree at 
this age (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2017). They had also achieved the 
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highest income compared to women in all other racial groups (Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS], 
2020). While Asian American women have been credited with educational and economic 
successes, in 2020, only 2.2% of management positions were occupied by Asian American 
women, compared to 32.8% White women, 4.5% Latinas, and 4.1% Black women (Catalyst, 
2021). Asian American women are much more underrepresented in executive roles relative to 
their population size in corporate America (Catalyst, 2021). Ascend Foundation, a nonprofit  
Pan-Asian career lifecycle organization which reports on the progress of the Asian American 
workforce in the manufacturing and information sectors of the San Francisco Bay area, 
concluded that Asian American women are the least likely group to be promoted to executive 
roles, even when the population is rapidly increasing and overly represented at the professional 
level. This trend has been stubbornly static from 2007 to 2015 (Gee & Peck, 2016).   
Based on company data provided to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, Colby (2017) reported that Asian Americans make up 12% of professionals, but 
only 5% of executives in the largest investment banks such as Goldman Sachs Group Inc. and 
Citigroups, Inc. In the finance industry, Asians are able to move up to middle managerial roles 
yet tend to get stuck there without advancing to the next level (Colby, 2017). If becoming an 
executive has been a challenge, being selected to join the board is a phenomenal obstacle. 
Among Fortune 500 companies, Asian American women only hold 1.1% of board seats, 
compared to 17.9% White women and 2.7% African American/Black women in board seats 
(Alliance for Board Diversity & Deloitte, 2018). Moreover, they earn only 79% as much as 
Asian American men, the largest earnings gap between women and men in all racial groups 
(BLS, 2020). The data in major law firms are more skewed, with strong evidence that the ratio 
for Asian American women advancing to partner is not only relatively lower than for other racial 
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groups, but their attrition rate is also higher at entry-level associate roles (Vault & Minority 
Corporation Council Association, 2018).   
With more Asian American women in the workforce pipeline, the Asian American 
Corporate Survey (Asia Society, 2018), a national benchmark study of Fortune 1000 companies 
on the development and advancement of Asian American employees, supported evidence on this 
reoccurring challenge in career upward mobility for Asian American women. Findings from this 
survey showed that a third of participating corporations have no Asian American presence in the 
C-Suite level, and female respondents are significantly less likely to occupy or be on track for 
senior leadership roles. Moreover, a longitudinal analysis of these annual surveys since 2010 
revealed that professional growth continues to be the lowest favorable rating for Asian American 
women in corporate organizations (Asia Society, 2018). 
Career Upward Mobility in a Historical Context 
Career upward mobility has been a chronic challenge for Asian American women in 
corporate America (e.g., Gee & Peck, 2016) rooted in a historical context (U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights, 1980; Woo, 1994). Discrimination and biases against Asian immigrant workers are 
well documented through legislated exclusions, stemmed from anti-Asian sentiment (Chan, 
1991). Drawn by news of California’s Gold Rush, Chinese immigrants were the first Asian 
national group to arrive in California in the 1850s (Chan, 1991). Chinese workers found greater 
acceptance in the workplace when they were not in direct competition with Whites (Nee & Nee, 
1973). Considered as cheap laborers, they worked in dangerous conditions involving abandoned 
mines, laying tracks in the mountains for the railroad (Chan, 1991). As soon as the railroad was 
completed, Chinese workers were discharged and could only find temporary and seasonal 
employment (Nee & Nee, 1973). Two years after the Immigration Act of 1882, the first anti-
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Chinese bill was signed into law, explicitly forbidding the entry of the laborers’ wives due to 
unfounded beliefs that Whites were leaving California because of the ballooning presence of 
Chinese immigrants (Nee & Nee, 1973).  
Meanwhile, Japanese men were recruited to contribute to agricultural economies in 
California and Hawaii until the immigration trend was stopped by a “Gentlemen’s Agreement” 
with the Japanese in 1907 (Chan, 1991). Consequently, the number of Japanese immigrants 
decreased drastically; however, a loophole in the agreement inevitably enabled the entry of wives 
and relatives into the country. Thus, the immigration of Japanese women allowed families and 
communities to be formed (Glenn, 1985). Unfortunately, increasing anti-Japanese sentiment 
eventually led to the Alien Land Law that prevented first-generation Japanese from owning or 
leasing land for more than 3 years in 1913 (Woo, 1994). The remaining stories about early Asian 
immigration mirrored a similar trend. The vast majority of Indian and Filipino immigrants were 
unskilled or agricultural workers and restricted from entering the United States due to 
reclassification of their nationalities (Cheng & Bonacich, 1984; Takaki, 1989).   
American-born Asians as the second generation had earned the legitimacy to hold a title 
to the land and were more liberated in pursuing a wider range of career options. By 1930, the 
percentage of Chinese and Japanese had surpassed Whites in school attendance (Hirschman & 
Wong, 1986); however, inequalities in pay and promotional opportunities continued to be a 
dominant pattern (Smith, 1937). While language was not the prominent barrier to professional 
world, Mears (1928) reported that Asian Americans “must exhibit unusual qualifications to 
compete successfully against Americans in the same line of work…and are forced to a lower step 
on the occupational ladder, because they cannot get a hold on the upper rungs” (pp. 208-209). 
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In the 1800s and early 1900s, many early Asian American women, like European women, 
primarily served in domestic roles, while the men filled the labor demands (Mazumdar, 2003). It 
was during World War II when Asian Americans became naturalized en masse so they could 
participate in the war to fill such roles as engineers and technicians (except Japanese Americans 
who were suspected and treated as enemies). Asian American women, on the other hand, were 
able to enter the mainstream white-collar clerical work (Chan, 1991). However, it was not until 
after the Immigration Act of 1965, which eased Asian immigration restrictions, that more 
educated women from China, Korea, the Philippines, South Asia, and Southeast Asia were able 
to immigrate to the United States in large numbers (Bradshaw, 1994).  
Following President Kennedy’s Executive Order 10925 in 1961, which called for action 
to ensure that job applicants be treated equally without regard to race, color, religion, sex, or 
national origin, President Johnson amended affirmative action to expand jobs for women in his 
Executive Order 11246 (cited in Sanchez et al., 2007). Although minority women were often 
hired in large corporations due to public policy change, in the 1979 U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights report, professionally trained Asian American women often obtained employment 
incommensurate to their educational backgrounds and skills. Asian American women with 
college degrees were concentrated in clerical jobs and working in secretarial roles (U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, 1980). Commissioned by the U.S. Department of Labor,  
Woo (1994) in her report entitled The Glass Ceiling and Asian Americans detailed the 
underrepresentation of Asian Americans in management across occupational sectors and 
concluded that the corporate sector was viewed as having the worst promotional opportunities 
and “the culture of Corporate America was identified as the most serious type of impediment by 
far to upward mobility” (p. 102).  
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Model Minority Stereotypes 
Prior to 1960, Asian immigrants were often being considered as outsiders and 
inassimilable foreigners who could not integrate into American society (Kawai, 2005) as they 
represented cultural, economic, and military threats (Thatchenkery & Sugiyama, 2011). Asian 
American women were considered as sexual objects because they served as “slave girls” for 
Chinese labors and sexual servants to soldiers overseas in Asia (Li, 2014). After 1960s, Asian 
Americans were favored as the model minority with economic and educational success to further 
marginalize African Americans (Kawai, 2005), while the perception of Asian Americans as 
forever foreigners remained persistent (Wu, 2002). The model minority myth is not exclusively 
positive. The view is an idealized construct that relies on denying the reality of discriminatory 
practices against Asian American women (Fong, 1997; Zhou & Lee, 2017).   
Systematic data collection and analyses on Asian American working women were not 
available until Yamanaka and McClelland’s (1994) study. In reviewing a sample of 39,701 Asian 
American women from the 1980 Census data, the authors revealed that, regardless of their 
ethnicities and immigration status, the women tended to “work more hours per year and more 
consistently throughout the life cycle, regardless of family circumstances” (p. 108) in order for 
them to achieve income parity with White women. Moreover, they received lower economic 
returns from their superior levels of education. Further studies have echoed such conclusions and 
suggested that Asian American women are often excluded from informal networks of support, 
career information, and mentoring (Pearse & Zrebiec, 1997); feel a significant degree of isolation 
in the workplace (Smith & Nkomo, 2003); and lack professional relationships that facilitate their 
career advancements (Catalyst, 2003). 
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At the workplace, Asian American women experience previously described stereotypes 
as well as additional gender racism/racialized sexism, such as not being leader-like or being 
invisible and silent (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). Researchers have also documented 
intersectional invisibility, the “failure to fully recognize people with intersecting identities as 
members of their constituent groups” (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008, p. 381), demonstrating 
that Asian American women were harder to differentiate from Asian American men when both 
groups shared feminine and nonaggressive stereotypes (Ghavami & Pelau, 2013). Therefore, the 
invisibility of Asian American women appeared to be exacerbated by stereotypes about their 
subservience, even when they were perceived as competent and had exhibited non-stereotypical 
dominant behaviors. Subsequently, their behaviors were less memorable, and they were less 
likely to be promoted to leadership roles, compared to White men and women as well as Asian 
American men (Tinkler et al., 2019). As Tang (1997) proposed, Asian American women 
experience a double penalty whereby they are disadvantaged for hitting the glass ceiling as 
women and the bamboo ceiling as Asians. The bamboo ceiling has been used to describe the 
individual, cultural, and organizational processes and barriers that impede Asian Americans 
advancing to executive roles (Hyun, 2005). 
Asian Cultures and Values   
By contrast, within the community of origin, Asian cultures and values practiced at home 
reportedly are contributing factors that impede career choices and trajectories (Akutagawa, 2013; 
Nichols, 2017). Akutagawa (2013) suggested that some Asian cultural values, such as conflict 
avoidance to maintain harmony and being unaware of rules of success in organizations, have 
limiting effects on the career development of Asian leaders. In addition to value practices, Asian 
American women are often expected to behave as a mother, a wife, or a daughter following the 
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gender norms within their own family (Her, 2017; Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). Anne Chow, 
the first female and first minority woman CEO of AT&T business, shared with the Huffington 
Post: 
     I’ve faced generational, cultural and gender gaps. I would even venture to say that, as 
a woman, the cultural reference points I grew up with, albeit not intentional, somewhat 
dampened my outlook on what I could be…. Even today, I sometimes catch myself “in 
my head,” faced with self-doubt. I’ve learned to push through these doubts to realize my 
fullest potential. (Dunn, 2017) 
 
Albert Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory has been used as a lens to understand 
minority women’s long-term career experiences and points to the theoretical gap in 
understanding the interactions of learning mastery, personal agency, and contextual factors that 
influence an individual’s career experiences (e.g., Brown & Lent, 2019; Lent & Brown, 2013). 
Studies on Asian American men and women leaders have attributed personal agency to bicultural 
efficacy, which is “the belief, or confidence, that one can live effectively and in a satisfying 
manner, within two groups without compromising one’s sense of cultural identity” (LaFromboise 
et al., 1993, p. 404). Further studies have suggested that bicultural efficacy facilitates the career 
success (Nichols, 2017) and well-being (Kawahara, 2007) of Asian American women. 
Additionally, nonconformity to expected gender or racial norms has facilitated career upward 
movement (Chow, 1987, 1992).   
Career Upward Mobility Interest 
Despite cultural and historical discrimination as well as organizational barriers, Asian 
American women continuously express strong career aspirations. In their annual consumer 
report, Nielsen (2017), the market research company, portrayed Asian American women as the 
most-traveled and tech-savvy group with an entrepreneurship spirit. Moreover, 46% of them 
reported their career goals were to reach the top of their profession. The survey results 
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corresponded with the 2018 Women in the Workplace report, jointly conducted by LeanIn.Org 
and McKinsey & Company. Reporting on women at Fortune 500 companies, Asian American 
women in their sample groups expressed the highest interest to be promoted and be in the top 
executive roles. More importantly, Asian American women also shared the greatest desire to use 
their positions to have a positive impact in the world, compared to men from all racial groups 
and women from other racial groups in this study (Thomas et al., 2019).   
Problem Statement 
Despite intentions for diversity and inclusion practices, organizations have not been 
successful in developing minority leaders (Sanchez et al., 2007; Shore et al., 2011). In corporate 
settings, half of the minority women reached the Senior Manager/Director level and less than one 
out of six made it to the C-suite (Thomas et al., 2020). Although gender representation remains 
an issue, 83% of White women reached the Senior Manager/Director level and around two thirds 
made it to the C-Suite (Thomas et al., 2020). Because Asian Americans are well represented in 
junior and middle management roles, they are often overlooked by diversity and inclusion 
initiatives (Saw, 2017). Many global companies have focused on developing local talent to fill 
the rise of Asian markets and have not differentiated between talent strategies to advancing 
Asian Americans within the U.S. context (Saw, 2017).   
Academically, what has been well documented is the focus on obstacles and barriers of 
career development for women leaders (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Eagly & Kite, 1987; 
Heilman, 2001). Studies to date have given some attention to struggles in early career choices 
(e.g., Fouad et al., 2008; Hardin et al., 2001) and upward mobility for Asian Americans based on 
racial stereotypes and biases (e.g., Festekjian et al., 2014; Sy et al., 2010). However, little 
scholarship has documented the intersectionality of race and gender for minority women who 
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make the conscientious decision to pursue executive roles in an organizational context, despite 
biases and stereotypes (Sanchez & Davis, 2010). Given how few Asian American women 
executives are working, little is known of how and what they have learned to overcome career 
barriers to reach the top and what additional activities they have engaged in to sustain them in 
their leadership positions. Academic studies have attempted to understand how this overlooked 
population reaches higher-level roles in a higher education context through journal articles and 
book chapters (e.g., Chen & Hune, 2011; Nguyen, 2020; Viernes Turner, 2007) and doctoral 
dissertations (e.g., Irey, 2013; Kawamoto, 2011; Salleh-Barone, 2004), but there is scarce 
interest in Asian American women executives in corporate America (Her, 2017; Nichols, 2017).  
Kawahara et al. (2007, 2007, 2013) sought to understand Asian American women’s 
leadership development from an intersectionality framework (Cho et al., 2013). Intersectionality 
studies have originated from the premise that the interests and issues of Black women have not 
been adequately addressed in the Black movement or women’s movement (Gopaldas, 2013). It 
has emphasized that instead of race and gender disadvantages being additive, identities intersect 
in complex ways and lead to distinct and unique social realities that correspond to one’s location 
within the interlocking of oppression and privilege (Collins, 2002; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 
2000). Collins (2019) proposed to cultivate an intersectionality perspective to “address 
contemporary social problems and the social changes needed to solve them” (p. 2). She further 
attested that until practitioners understand the potential of intersectionality as a form of critical 
inquiry and apply critical analysis to social actions, intersectionality will only “implicitly uphold 
the status quo” (p. 2). Hence, the interest of this study is not only to better examine how Asian 
American women learn to overcome career barriers and what activities they engage in to achieve 
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career upward mobility, but also what organizations could do to support their career 
advancement.  
Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this research was to explore the career experiences of 26 Asian American 
women and their perceptions of the factors that facilitate Asian American women’s career 
upward mobility at Fortune 500 companies. To carry out this purpose, the following research 
questions were explored: 
1. How do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their 
careers?  
2. How do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face? 
3. What other activities do they engage in to advance their careers?  
Design of the Study 
The exploratory case study provided a holistic understanding of and diverse evidence for 
how and what Asian American women learn and unlearn to overcome career barriers. In addition 
to conducting a critical inquiry on the research questions, the researcher also empowered these 
women to share their stories and have their voices heard as the social praxis. 
The 26 research participants were Asian American women working for technology and 
financial sectors. They were senior managers and executives at Fortune 500 companies and four 
of them identified as diversity and inclusion practitioners. They were purposefully sampled as 
representatives to provide similar or contrasting findings for the research questions (Yin, 2009) 
as well as to provide the most productive relationships that enabled the data collection through 
interviews (Maxwell, 2013), focus groups, a demographic inventory survey, and the Bicultural 
Self-Efficacy Scale (David et al., 2009), which measures bicultural individuals’ perceived ability 
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to navigate and negotiate two cultural systems. The score of the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale 
contributed to the data analysis and summary of the qualitative interviews in order to distill the 
Asian American women’s experiences. Chapter III provides further description of the research 
design and the lens through which the Asian American women’s experiences were interpreted. 
In addition to leveraging public information on the social media (e.g., LinkedIn.com), 
participant recruitment relied on the snowball sampling technique via the researcher’s personal 
and professional networks (Lune & Berg, 2018). 
Assumptions 
The researcher had five assumptions which served to scaffold this study: 
1. Corporate America is one of the most challenging workplaces for Asian American 
women to achieve career upward mobility.   
2. Asian American women experience career barriers that are unique based on their 
racial, gender, and immigration experiences.   
3. Asian American women have experienced conflicting values between Asian and 
corporate cultures and need to engage in specific kinds of learning and activities that 
help them overcome career barriers. 
4. Asian American women cannot act alone and need to enlist support to help them 
achieve career upward mobility. 
5. The responsibilities of changing the corporate environment cannot rest on minority 
individuals. The organizations need to have programs and strategies in place to 





Rationale and Significance of Study 
The rationale for this study was based on the fact that Asian American women are 
projected to be the fastest growing minority women group by 2060 (Catalyst, 2021). With more 
Asian American women in the talent pipeline, career mobility can no longer be measured just by 
the diversity hire target (Saw, 2017). Instead, companies need to develop more meaningful 
strategies to understand how to leverage the skills, knowledge, and talents of Asian American 
women. For Asian American women, the kinds of learnings that can facilitate career progression 
are worth cultivating because practicing Asian cultural values can only lead them so far in the 
corporate hierarchy (Liu et al., 2019) and higher education degrees provide a lower return on 
investment for them, compared to other racial groups (Thatchenkery & Sugiyama, 2011).  
This study is to understand how the experiences of individual learning and agency 
development assisted Asian American women to overcome career barriers as well as how 
additional support system, activities, and engagement were needed to enhance their leadership 
development. The study also extended the application of adult learning theories beyond the 
traditional learning environment and focused on how adults continuously learned based on the 
demands and needs of their life and career experiences. Hence, the study contributes to the body 
of research on Asian American women leadership development and the findings reveal ways in 
which Asian American women, who had ambitions to achieve executive roles, turned their career 
actions toward upward mobility. Lastly, the study also promoted discussions about 






The researcher’s background as a first-generation immigrant woman from Taiwan has 
influenced her framing of the research approach and questions. Her professional experiences in a 
Fortune 500 company as a talent and learning development practitioner echoes industry reports 
(e.g., Thomas et al., 2020); that is, she has experienced and witnessed the biases, stereotypes, and 
inequities that minority women endure in their quest to be developed, sponsored, and promoted. 
Nonetheless, the findings of this study strengthened her belief that with sufficient support and 
investment in the kinds of learnings that facilitate executive development, minority women are 
capable of achieving and performing in executive roles. 
In qualitative research, it is impossible to eliminate the actual influence of the 
researcher’s pre-existing theory and preconceptions on research design, data selection, and 
conclusions (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). In Chapters III and IV, the researcher further 
details ways in which she managed biases and reactivity throughout the study. 
Definitions 
Key terms are important for understanding the scope of this research. The following key 
terms were defined and used for the purposes of this study:  
Asian American women - Asian American women account for 5.0% of the total U.S. 
population (Catalyst, 2021). According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2020), Asian American is a 
person having origins in Far East, Southeast Asian, or the Indian subcontinent, for example, 
China, India, Japan, Korea, the Philippine, Thailand, and Vietnam.  
Workplace - Meister and Willyerd (2010) described the 2020 workplace as “an 
organizational environment that provides an intensely personalized, social experience to attract, 
develop, and engage employees across all generations and demographics” (p. 3). 
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Career Upward Mobility - Although “recent career models consider not only the 
expectation of multiple job moves, but the acceptability and encouragement of nonlinear job 
routes” (Laud & Johnson, 2012, p. 234), career upward mobility here refers to the ability of 
Asian American women to climb a ladder of roles progressively, with increasing ownership of 
responsibility in an organization.  
Model Minority – The model minority concept was initially introduced by Katz and Braly 
(1933) to describe how racial stereotypes in association with a race are perceived as the kind of 
people they are, based on their racial background. Karlins et al. (1969) further examined the 
transition of stereotypes from negative to positive with Chinese and Japanese Americans as 
having a strong work ethic with a strong emphasis on education and family values. Petersen’s 
(1966) New York Times essay has popularized the prevailing stereotype of Asians as an 
industrious, rule-abiding, and culturally resourceful group with upward mobility opportunities 
through education attainments (Hilger, 2016). 
Glass Ceiling – The term glass ceiling was first introduced as representing inequality in 
career opportunities based on “gender and racial differences...not explained by other job-relevant 
characteristics” (Cotter et al., 2001, p. 657). It is further defined as invisible barriers (Albrecht et 
al., 2003) that cause women to do well in the labor market up to a point, after which there is an 
effective limit on their prospects of pivotal management positions in an organization (Buckalew 








The purpose of this research was to explore with 26 Asian American women their 
perceptions of the factors that facilitated their career upward mobility at Fortune 500 companies. 
This literature review examined the current research in three areas that were deemed most 
relevant to this study: (a) what are Asian American women’s career barrier experiences from an 
intersectionality framework; (b) how do they learn and unlearn; and (c) what additional activities 
they have undertaken to achieve career upward mobility. Thus, the literature review served as a 
baseline of information surrounding the research problem. The literature review continued 
throughout the data collection and analysis processes of the study. 
To achieve this purpose, a literature overview of intersectionality, critical race theory, 
social cognitive theory, and adult learning theory was explored. Various library databases, such 
as ProQuest, APA PsycNet, JSTOR, and ERIC affiliated with Teachers College and Columbia 
University as well as Google Scholar, were used to obtain the most relevant literature for the 
study. In addition to academic literature, the researcher also integrated industry reports on the 
corporate workforce published by professional associations such as Ascend Foundation, Asia 
Society, Catalyst, and LeanIn, and consulting firms including Deloitte, Nielsen Holdings, and 
McKinsey & Company, in order to understand Asian American women’s career experiences. 
Public demographic data from the U.S. Census Bureau were also incorporated into the study to 
better understand common and unique information and trends about Asian American women as a 
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population, compared to Asian American men, White men and women, and other minority men 
and women.  
Furthermore, to create a comprehensive case study, the researcher also reviewed public 
documentation on Asian American women executives’ experiences through online media outlets, 
such as Forbes and Huffington Post, and podcast programs found via the Google search engine. 
Initial searches using the key words Asian American leadership, Asian American women 
executives, women leadership, Fortune 500 companies, career upward mobility, biases and 
stereotypes, model minority, bamboo ceiling, glass ceiling, career development, bicultural 
agency development, transformative learning, and unlearning were conducted using ProQuest, 
JSTOR, and ERIC databases, among others. Thus, the following literature exploration was vital 
to the study as it contributed to the development of the conceptual framework. 
Rationale for Topics 
A selected review of the literature on career experiences unique to Asian American 
women and their unlearning and learning experiences to develop bicultural efficacy, which in 
turn, facilitate career upward mobility, was deemed relevant to this study, particularly since the 
purpose of this study was to understand how Asian American women overcome career barriers to 
achieve executive roles at the workplace. 
The first topic explores how the intersectionality framework, stemming from the critical 
race theory (Kennedy, 2017), can better describe which career barriers that Asian American 
women face and how they overcome them at the workplace when understanding from a gender 
or race perspective is beneficial but insufficient. Topic I covers the following areas: (a) gender 
and leadership, (b) Asian American and leadership, and (c) intersectionality of Asian American 
women and leadership.  
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The second topic examines adult learning theories and explores social cognitive theory 
and transformative learning and unlearning as ways that Asian American women develop 
bicultural efficacy that might influence career mobility actions.  
Lastly, this chapter includes a summary, followed by a conceptual framework developed 
for this study, which was informed by the literature review and research questions.  
Gender, Race, and Intersectionality on Asian American Women Leadership 
Established theoretical frameworks and studies have investigated the perceptions and 
effects of gender on leadership at the workplace. The learning derived from women leadership 
studies has supported an examination of racial factors on career experiences. Despite increasing 
academic interest in Asian Americans and career upward mobility, the studies often included the 
group as a whole and overlooked the cultural biases inherent within the Asian community against 
women achieving higher career goals. The following section interweaves Asian American 
women’s career experiences through the lens of gender and race and how they themselves 
experience the challenges through an intersectionality framework. 
Gender and Leadership 
Earlier studies on gender and leadership have suggested that perceptions of successful 
managers largely overlapped with perceived typical male characteristics instead of female 
characteristics (Schein, 1973, 1975). Studies based on this premise had produced consistent 
findings in both the United States (Heilman et al., 1989; Massengill & di Marco, 1979) and 
Asian countries (Lee & Hoon, 1993) that typical characteristics describing the female sex are 
matched less with perceived successful manager prototypes. To further understand the nuances 
of gender and leadership, Heilman (1983, 2001) proposed the lack-of-fit model instead of merely 
theorizing gender issues from a male versus female dichotomic stance.  
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In a large study analyzing the archival data of performance evaluations and promotions 
during the subsequent 2 years of 488 upper-middle and senior-level managers from a large 
multinational financial services corporation, Lyness and Heilman (2006) demonstrated that 
women in line jobs (business management, operation management, and sales) are evaluated less 
favorably than women in staff jobs (human resources, administration, and external affairs) and 
men in either staff or line jobs. They also concluded that women are held to higher standards 
than men when performance ratings are more related to women’s promotion decisions; 
furthermore, women’s ratings tended to be higher than for promoted men in the same roles.  
The method of examining gender bias was originated by Goldberg (1968), who asked 
participants to rate quality of articles when the identical articles were assigned with either male 
or female author names. Despite being prompted to associate certain professions with a gender 
role (e.g., law for men and education for women), participants rated the quality of articles 
“written” by male authors as higher than articles “written” by female authors. The Goldberg 
(1968) methodology has been adapted and applied to study discrimination in hiring and 
promotion. A popular study along this line examined participants’ decisions on selecting the 
most qualified candidate for a job when they were presented with identical résumés but 
associated with either a male name or with a female name (e.g., Rosen & Jerdee, 1974). 
Expanding Goldberg’s (1968) paradigm, Eagly and Karau (2002) proposed the role-congruent 
premise that leadership is traditionally associated with masculinity, and they demonstrated that 
women experienced two levels of discrimination. First, they were evaluated less favorably than 
men as potential candidates for leadership roles. Second, women were rated less favorably when 
they demonstrated perceived male leadership characteristics such as being assertive, and, 
consequently, women in general had a harder time achieving success in leadership roles. 
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Unfortunately, barriers do not subside when women reach the top. Ryan and Haslam 
(2005) noticed a pattern that the company’s financial performance was the leading factor in 
appointing women or men to the director role of Financial Times Stock Exchange (FTSE) 100 
Great Britain companies. They further suggested that women were more likely to be promoted to 
leadership roles when the companies were in crisis, struggling, or at risk to fail (Ryan & Haslam, 
2007). Their study supported the phenomenon of glass cliff (Hewlett et al., 2008), which 
describes the challenges and barriers women need to overcome once they shatter the “glass 
ceiling” (Hymowitz & Schellhardt, 1986). In a longitudinal study of all women who had ever 
served as a CEO up to 2014 with a matched sample of men CEOs, Cook and Glass (2014) 
examined trends in CEO transitions in Fortune 500 companies and observed that minority and 
female CEOs were more likely to be appointed to struggling firms than White men. In addition 
to reinforcing the glass cliff phenomenon, their study discovered that female CEOs were 
significantly less likely to enjoy dual appointments as CEO and Chair of the Board than male 
CEOs were, which inadvertently resulted in reduced authority and power to implement strategic 
visions. In several instances, female CEOs had weaker performance due to insufficient resources 
and support. As the consequence of not delivering expected financial results, 32% of female 
CEOs were forced to step down or were fired, compared to only 13% of male CEOs (Cook & 
Glass, 2014).  
Despite circumstantial challenges, Glass and Cook (2016) also revealed a paradoxical 
phenomenon that women tended to emphasize their gender instead of leadership skills as a factor 
that made them highly visible among the executives; as a result, they “exercised a great deal of 
agency in seeking out high-risk assignments” (p. 60). This high visibility had prompted them to 
develop a wide range of strategies and skills to manage crisis and change, and over time, their 
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reputation as “capable change agents, crisis managers and/or turnaround specialists” positioned 
them for CEO roles during a turbulent time (Glass & Cook, 2016, p. 61). Women caught in this 
paradoxical position face serious consequences in earlier career decisions. For example, in a 
study of 20 Fortune 500 companies, more women (26%) left management positions than men 
(14%) (Stroh et al., 1996), not because women had more family commitments (Hall & Chandler, 
2005) but rather because of their dissatisfaction with limited career opportunities and suboptimal 
working life (Merritt et al., 1993). 
The recent industry findings on the impact of women leaders are promising for gender 
equality practice. The study published by the University of California at Davis in 2016 reported 
that companies with at least some women at the top performed considerably better than with 
mostly male boards and executives in top California companies. MSCI, a financial index and 
analytic provider, found that during the period of 2011-2016, the United States and large 
multinational companies with three or more women on the board had higher earnings per share 
and return on equity, compared to companies with no female directors (Eastman et al., 2016). 
Even in the venture capital industry, where racial minorities and women had been persistently 
underrepresented as employees as well as investors since 1990, Gompers and Kovvali (2018) 
reported that firms with diverse partners outperformed homogeneous partners financially. 
Furthermore, by just 10% increase in their proportion of female partners hired, the firms had 
1.5% spike in overall fund returns each year and 7.9% more profit (Gompers & Kovvali, 2018).  
Asian Americans and Leadership 
The conventional wisdom of the model minority (Petersen, 1966) in the modern United 
States is that Asian Americans are a culturally resourceful group with upward mobility 
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opportunities through education attainment (Hilger, 2016). This positive stereotype is a myth that 
justifies the paucity of research on Asian Americans in leadership (Taylor & Stern, 1997).  
Based on the Implicit Leadership Theory (ILT) (Lord & Emrich, 2001), which proposes 
that leadership perceptions are both affective and cognitive and can be systematically impacted 
by an individual’s own expectations, personal history, and history within the work groups of an 
organization (Hogue & Lord, 2007), Sy et al. (2010) proposed race-occupation fit to examine 
how race as a contextual factor impacts leadership perceptions in occupations where Asian 
Americans were well represented, such as engineering and computer science, and where Asian 
Americans were less likely to work in professions, such as sales or production (e.g., Hilger, 
2016; Kantamneni et al., 2018; Tang et al., 1999; Woo, 1994). In this research, Sy et al. (2010) 
recruited 131 college students and 362 working professionals as participants. The participants 
were presented with one identical engineer vignette and one identical marketing sales vignette, 
with the only differences in the last names of each candidate (Asian last name vs. White last 
name). Each vignette was attached with a corresponding photograph of an Asian or a Caucasian 
man. Participants were asked to respond to survey questions in determining the technical 
competence and fit for leadership roles after reading the vignettes. The results indicated that 
regardless of within-race or between-race comparisons, when the race (i.e., Asian American) and 
occupation (i.e., engineer position) is a good fit, technical competency perceptions of Asian 
Americans are higher. However, leadership perceptions of Asian Americans were lower than 
Caucasian Americans in both good and poor race-occupation fit scenarios. Although this 
research contributed to the leadership perception of Asian Americans, the research participants 
were only presented with male pictures to prompt their responses toward the questionnaires. The 
implications for Asian American women were limiting. 
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Burris et al. (2013) furthered the exploration of differences in perception between 
Caucasian American and Asian American professionals. Their results indicated that Caucasian 
American respondents perceived Asian American managers were equally competent, “yet less 
sociable, less transformational, and less authentic than Caucasians” (p. 258) or the successful 
manager ideal. On the other hand, Asian Americans also perceived Caucasian managers to be 
less social, less transformational, and significantly less authentic than the successful manager 
ideal. Interestingly, Asian American participants endorsed the stereotype that lack of sociality is 
the salient factor separating Asian American managers from successful managers. In this study, 
80% of the sampled population in the study by Burris et al. (2013) had managerial experiences, 
with an average age of 40 years old and balanced gender representation; hence, the sample 
represented a better depiction of working professionals. However, only 18% of the Caucasian 
responders had worked with an Asian American supervisor, compared to 60% of Asian 
American responders who had worked with an Asian American supervisor. Thus, there were 
limited opportunities for Caucasian responders to observe Asian American managerial styles and 
behaviors. Additionally, the study did not differentiate between how Asian American women 
versus Asian American men were perceived by their managerial ability. Because of these 
reasons, it is hard to conclude how others perceived Asian American women as managers and 
how Asian American women perceived their own leadership capability.  
In a follow-up study, Festekjian et al. (2014) attempted to understand Asian Americans’ 
intrapersonal perceptions of leadership, and their findings suggested that Asian Americans 
perceived themselves less as leaders compared to Caucasians; this therefore suggested that the 
lower interpersonal leadership perceptions of Asian Americans explained why they tended to 
display lower leadership aspirations. Although the sample of this study contained 54% males and 
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46% female, they were undergraduate students with an average age of 19 years old. Therefore, 
the results had limited implications on Asian American professionals’ perceptions of their career 
trajectory at workplace due to the sample groups’ limited career experiences.  
In a recent study advancing the concept of the bamboo ceiling, Lu et al. (2020) indicated 
that East Asians (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Koreans) were disproportionally underrepresented in 
leadership positions in the United States compared to South Asians (e.g., Bangladeshis, Indians, 
and Pakistanis) and Whites, while South Asians slightly outperformed Whites in the ratio of 
CEO to working population within the same racial group. Liu et al. (2019) compared the 
numbers of East Asian, South Asian, and White CEOs in the S&P 500 from 2010 to 2017 and 
noticed that, on average, South Asians were five times more likely than East Asians to take on 
CEO roles. In subsequent studies, the findings suggested that both groups had expressed similar 
work and leadership motivations, but the salient factor that set the two groups apart was the level 
of assertiveness, regardless of the birth country, English fluency, education level, and social-
economic status of East Asians. The research claimed that East Asians tended to experience the 
bamboo ceiling phenomenon, while South Asians had a greater tendency to transcend this 
barrier. The reasons behind this conclusion could be because East Asians tended to communicate 
less assertively as they valued humility, conformity, and harmony (Liu et al., 2019), and they 
experienced anxiety and guilt when the assertion involved some sort of social conflict, regardless 
of whether they acted assertively or not (Fukuyama & Greenfield, 1983). Although this study 
had utilized statistical methods to control the gender effect in their studies (Liu et al., 2019), they 
did not report gender differences in their analysis of the CEOs of the S&P 500 companies. 
Without these data, we cannot easily conclude how South Asian women may have overcome the 
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bamboo ceiling while East Asian women still struggle with upward mobility in S&P 500 
companies due to their inherent cultures and values. 
Based on a similar premise that East Asian cultures have endorsed cultural values that 
differ from those of U.S. society, Sy et al. (2017) conducted a comprehensive qualitative study 
interviewing 39 East Asian-descent executives (middle managers to CEOs) at Fortune 500 
companies. They identified eight individual factors that help Asian Americans in achieving 
executive roles. However, in this research, only four participants identified as women. Therefore, 
the suggested factors—cultural acumen, rules of success, leadership branding, communication, 
social decorum, leadership aspiration, career determinism, and cultural inclusion—better 
described how East Asian men could succeed in large corporations than Asian American women. 
Similar to women CEOs, East Asian American executives who made it to the top also 
experienced the glass cliff phenomenon. After reviewing the financial status of every publicly 
traded company in the United States since 1967 and the tenure of sampled Asian American men 
and women CEOs whose cultures of origin followed Confucian teaching, Gündemir et al. (2019) 
emphasized that preference for Asian Americans to be appointed as CEOs during an 
organizational decline or time of turbulence was due to the nature of the self-sacrificing 
behaviors of Asian American leaders. Unfortunately, the tenures of these Asian American CEOs 
were about half of the average tenures of White CEOs, regardless of whether the organizational 
circumstances were in decline or stable. Gündemir et al. noted that stereotypical perceptions of 
Asian American leaders prompted unrealistic expectations, which quickly evoked feelings of 
disappointment and a natural tendency to return to a more “traditional” choice—White male 
leaders. Furthermore, East Asian American CEOs shared similar fates with female CEOs in that 
they had shorter tenures, were often succeeded by White males, and endured unrealistic and 
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unsupportive conditions and thus led the company with less authority and fewer resources (Cook 
& Glass, 2014).  
Despite the growing number of Asian American studies on leadership perceptions and 
experiences, they are insufficient to address the career upward mobility challenges facing Asian 
American women, who experience a double bind in which they are disadvantaged for being both 
a woman and an ethnic minority in the workplace.  
Intersectionality of Asian American Women and Leadership 
Intersectionality focuses on “the vexed dynamics of difference and the solidarities of 
sameness in the context of anti-discrimination and social movement politics. It exposes the 
single-axis thinking undermines legal thinking, disciplinary knowledge production, and struggles 
for social justice” (Cho et al., 2013, p. 787). In their book Intersectionality, Collins and Bilge 
(2016) described how the social movement activism of women of color in the 1960s and 1970s 
gave birth to the core ideas of intersectional analyses within social movement settings through 
political pamphlets, poetry, essays, and other creative venues. They credited the ownership of the 
intersectionality concept to Chicanas and Latinas, Native Americans, Asian American women, 
and lesbians, in addition to African American/Black women, and advocated for multiple 
narratives of intersectionality (Collins & Bilge, 2016).  
In the 1970s, after noticing that progress from the Civil Rights era had stalled, legal 
scholars and activists started organizing workshops and meetings to investigate how racism was 
deeply embedded within American society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Critical race theory 
sprang up from the movement to revisit how racism had shaped the U.S. legal system, racial 
categories, and privilege (Harris, 1994). In addition to American radical tradition from the work 
of Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. DuBois, and Cesar Chavez (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), critical 
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race theory developed its theoretical tenets from the insights of (a) critical legal studies, that not 
every legal case has one correct outcome—“instead, one can decide most case either way, by 
emphasizing one line of authority over another or interpreting one fact differently from the way 
one’s adversary does” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 294); (b) radical feminism, considering the 
patriarchy as a “transhistorical phenomenon” (Willis, 1984, p. 122) that is deeper than other 
sources of oppression; and (c) European philosophers and theorists such as Michel Foucault and 
Jacques Derrida, who deconstructed established knowledge, power (Lynch, 2014), and linguistic 
meanings (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).   
According to Parker and Lynn (2002), critical race theory has three main goals to:  
(a) present counter narratives by people of color about discrimination; (b) eradicate racial 
subjugation while recognizing that race is fluid and contingent on political pressure and 
individual lived experiences; and (c) address inequities that individuals experience, such as 
gender, class, and sexual orientation, among others. The concept of intersectionality was born 
from premises with substantive ideas about the role of law in social injustice (Kennedy, 2017). 
In the 1980s and 1990s, intersectionality was institutionally incorporated when the social 
movements greatly disappeared from the streets and activists were integrated into the existing 
institutions (e.g., schools, courts, hospitals, etc.) to transform their practices, policies, and 
structures (Collins & Bilge, 2016). Around this time, African American women published their 
critiques of feminist movements and integrated intersectionality into academic debate. bell hooks 
(2000) was one of the early scholars who published a critique of feminist discourses that non-
White women’s experiences, such as racism, classism, and imperialism, had been neglected in 
the dichotomous arguments between the sexes (as cited in Biana, 2020). In her crucial papers 
about discrimination laws on gender and race, Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) argued that the 
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experience of being a Black woman cannot be understood merely by being Black or being a 
woman, but it must include the intersections between the two. In the subsequent Stanford Law 
Review article on intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against women of color, 
Crenshaw (1991) formally introduced the term intersectionality in the article’s title and argued 
for the importance of applying women’s multiple identities such as race and gender in examining 
legal services, practices, and proceedings for rape victims and battered women. Since 
intersectionality has been formalized as an analytical framework, “intersectionality is an 
important form of critical inquiry and praxis” (Collins, 2019, p. 21); it has influenced traditional 
and interdisciplinary academic scholarship and enriched the discourse of contemporary social 
justice movements regarding undocumented immigrants as well as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) groups (Collins & Bilge, 2016).  
Although intersectionality has prompted burgeoning studies on a variety of issues, 
scholars have continuously attempted to investigate: (a) the application of intersectionality as 
context-specific inquiries (e.g., Cho et al., 2013; Li, 2014); (b) the scope of intersectionality as a 
theoretical or methodological paradigm (e.g., Cho et al., 2013; Collins & Bilge, 2016); and  
(c) the employment of intersectionality analysis as political interventions beyond the mere 
comprehension of intersectional dynamics, to further an understanding of contemporary social 
issues and, consequently, inform social actions in a world with vast inequalities (Collins, 2019). 
To understand and improve Asian American women’s career experiences at the workplace, 
researchers have primarily entered critical inquiries from intersectional categories or identities, 
which stand to inform social factors or actions that could potentially improve these inequitable 
conditions (e.g., Li, 2014; Toosi et al., 2019). The following sections further expand how 
 
30 
intersectionality advances scholarship on career barriers for Asian American women leaders and 
which factors could support and sustain their leadership development.   
In her article “Recent Developments Hitting the Ceiling: An Examination of Barriers to 
Success for Asian American Women,” Li (2014) proposed the use of an intersectionality 
framework to analyze the experiences of Asian American women, looking at the intersection 
between socially constructed identities such as race, gender, sexual orientation, and class, and 
“consider[ing] their effects on the everyday lives of people who sit at the crossroads of these 
multiple interactions” (p. 148) as a way to provide diverse narratives about their experiences. She 
further argued about the early exclusion of Asian American women which nonetheless welcomed 
prostitutes and slave girls who met the demands of White and Asian men; these have caused 
contradictory perceptions of Asian American women between dragon ladies (aggressive and 
conniving) and lotus blossoms (passive and meek). Moreover, the model minority myth which 
emerged in the 20th century created the perception that Asian American women are competent, 
yet not warm, sociable, or assertive; this perpetuates the myth of meritocracy in which any group 
can succeed in achieving the American Dream if they work hard and hold tight to the right 
values (Li, 2014). Li also highlighted how historical and modern stereotypes about Asian 
American women have led to discriminatory practices and career barriers for their success at the 
workplace (Li, 2014).  
Toosi et al. (2019) conducted an empirical experiment to demonstrate the complex 
influences of race and gender on assertive behaviors in salary negotiation. In study one, the 
researchers asked 93 White and 52 Asian college students (of which 26 were Asian American 
women) to write three phrases in a salary negotiation scenario and then rate how assertive their 
responses were. In study two, 980 White or Asian American adults (37 Asian American women) 
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completed an online salary negotiation case. Both studies revealed that Asian American women 
reported levels of confidence and assertiveness akin to White men and asked for similar salaries 
as White men did in their first attempt—higher than White women and Asian American men. 
However, Asian American women felt they would receive backlash for being too demanding if 
they persisted to ask as much as White men (Toosi et al., 2019). Although there were precautions 
about generalizing the experimental results to an actual organizational context, the findings 
indicated that Asian American women perceived themselves with confidence on a par with 
White men and worthy of equal compensation; this counters the stereotypes of Asian American 
women as “being shy and submissive” (Ghavami & Pelau 2013, p. 120). Furthermore, the results 
highlighted that fear of punishment for acting “out of their expected characters” is real and 
remains one of the main reasons for why they hold back in expressing their true career 
aspirations (Toosi et al., 2019). 
Kawahara and colleagues (Kawahara, 2007; Kawahara et al., 2007; Kawahara et al., 
2013) attempted to understand Asian American women leaders through intersectionality 
analysis. In one of the first scholarly studies on race, gender, and leadership, several themes 
emerged from in-depth qualitative research with 12 Asian American women who were widely 
respected leaders in their fields. The following key themes emerged: collaborative leadership 
style, bicultural efficacy, continuous self-discovery, and commitment toward social visions. 
Based on this study (Kawahara, 2007), these Asian American women leaders continuously 
practiced and asserted their leadership by stepping up to challenges and managing conflict 
resolutions. In another qualitative study focusing on 16 Asian American women managers 
working at Fortune 1000 companies, Nichols (2017) echoed similar opportunities and challenges 
faced by Asian American women leaders. Her participants described the complicated dynamics 
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of navigating through the model minority and gender stereotypes while leveraging their cultures 
to seize opportunities for personal empowerment and career growth. Nichols’ (2017) findings 
were supported by a white paper on women leaders from the Everest Project, an initiative 
advancing women in corporate America. In addition to family, culture and gender play key roles 
in shaping Asian American women leaders’ professional and public personas. More importantly, 
these women had influential men and women mentors as well as sponsors offering visible 
opportunities for them to be challenged and recognized (Carlton et al., 2016). 
Intersectionality studies have pointed out the gap between how Asian American women 
perceived and experienced their leadership development and how they are being perceived and 
experienced by others as leaders in the workplace (Kawahara, 2007; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 
2017; Nichols, 2017). The process of managing the perception gap while sustaining strong 
motivations and aspirations toward career upward mobility was what this study intended to 
uncover. With a better understanding of Asian American women’s career experiences, the 
literature review further discusses adult learning theories that undergird how they learn to 
overcome career barriers and what additional activities they could have engaged in to advance 
their careers in the next section.  
Introduction to Adult Learning Theory 
Malcolm Knowles (1968) advanced the concept of andragogy to advocate for attention on 
adult learning as a separate study from pedagogy, which is primarily focused on understanding 
and helping children learn. Despite skepticism about his key assumptions that adults are moving 
toward self-directed human beings (Brookfield, 1986) through learning from life experiences 
(Merriam et al., 2007) and social roles (Brookfield, 1986), these tenets have described some of 
the career experiences of Asian American women leaders (Kawahara, 2007; Kawahara et al., 
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2007; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017; Nichols, 2017). Andragogy has prompted diverse research 
interests and the studies have a lasting impact on adult learning theories, lifelong learning, and 
human resources development (Merriam et al., 2007).  
Coombs (1985) differentiated among three settings where adult learning occurs: formal 
institutional settings (bureaucratic and curriculum-driven institutions with a structural evaluation 
system); nonformal settings (the participants’ needs and interests driven with hands-on 
interactive practices under compressed time); and informal context (a spontaneous and 
unstructured environment that learning might not be easily recognized) (Coombs et al., 1973). 
Asian American women have demonstrated that they can flourish in formal institutional settings 
when more than half of them have earned a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2017). However, for them 
to overcome career barriers and achieve career upward mobility, learning has to happen in a 
nonformal settings such as the workplace as well as informal contexts such as teams and 
projects.   
Schugurensky (2000) further differentiated informal learning into three different kinds of 
learning: (a) self-directed learning, which is an intentional and deliberate process that adults 
discover how they go about learning on their own (Merriam et al., 2007); (b) incidental learning, 
which is an unintentional by-product embedded in the social context, but the person becomes 
aware that some learning has taken place after the experience (Marsick & Watkins, 2001); and 
(c) socialization or tacit learning, which is neither an intentional nor a conscious process, but 
adults could become aware of the learning through “retrospective recognition” (Marsick & 
Watkins, 1990, p. 6). Schugurensky (2000) further attested that informal learning can be additive 
in acquiring more knowledge or skills or can be transformative in shifting existing perspectives, 
as defined by transformative learning (Mezirow, 1990) and unlearning (MacDonald, 2002). The 
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principles of informative learning can be drawn on to understand how Asian American women 
learn to overcome career barriers in the workplace. 
Since the ability to manage the perception gap while sustaining strong motivations and 
aspirations toward career upward mobility requires long-term career management, the tenets of 
social-cognitive theory (Bandura,1986) can be used to enhance an understanding of how Asian 
American women learn and what additional activities they have undertaken to achieve career 
upward mobility. In the following section, by leveraging these theoretical frameworks and 
relevant research studies that highlight both applications and limitations, this study attempted to 
conceptualize how Asian American women learn and unlearn to achieve career mobility while 
overcoming career barriers.  
Self-Directed Learning 
Self-directed learning theory is rooted in humanism, pragmatism, and lifelong learning 
(Merriam et al., 2007) and has evolved based on Knowles’ (1980, 1984) assumptions on adult 
learners. Knowles (1980, 1984) proposed that as adults mature, they move toward self-
directedness, and the growing reservoir of experience is the source for learning. Moreover, adults 
are intrinsically motivated to learn when they know the reason why they are learning and when 
the attention to learn is closely related to the developmental tasks of social roles and the 
immediacy of problem solving. In other words, adults develop an innate desire to learn 
deliberately on their own and from their experiences to fulfill life demands associated with their 
multifaceted social identities, such as mother, woman, leader, and Asian American.  
By observing 66 adult learners, Tough (1967, 1971, 1979), who built on the earlier work 
of Houle (1961), provided the first comprehensive report on how adults learners took 13 steps in 
self-planned learning projects, including making decisions about what, where, and when to learn, 
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detecting possible barriers to learning, and preparing resources to achieve learning goals. His 
work has further established “the existence of the independent pursuit of learning in adulthood” 
(Merriam et al., 2007, p. 111). The premise of Knowles (1980, 1984) and Tough (1967, 1972, 
1979) is to treat self-directed learning as a learner process in which people take the initiative to 
plan, carry out, and evaluate their own learning experience.  
Contrary to the learner process (e.g., Knowles, 1980, 1984), Garrison (1997) offered an 
interactive model grounded in the collaborative constructivist perspective in which he recognized 
influences of the interactions between the learners’ ability to control and shape formal and 
informal contextual conditions (self-management) and the learners’ cognitive capability to reflect 
and think critically (self-monitoring) on the motivation to enter and sustain the learning tasks 
(entering task). The consideration of the learners’ social milieu has broadened the original  
self-directed discourse that the learners’ readiness to engage in contextual factors would 
consequently impact the ability to engage in self-direct learning.  
The attention to social context has prompted the exploration of self-directedness as an 
innate autonomy within the learner or a situational demand of the learner. Candy (1991) also 
contributed to the conceptual debate that an autonomous learner has the willingness and ability to 
affect one’s own learnings and to pursue learning opportunities in nonformal or nontraditional 
settings. Although he characterized autonomous people with a strong sense of personal values 
and beliefs, Candy recognized that both self and knowledge are socially constructed and adults 
may find themselves in situations where other people and social demands dictate what is worth 
knowing and how that knowledge should be used. In their study, Ponton et al. (2005) observed 
that adults often do not choose to engage in learning activities when they value other priorities 
and suggested that the exhibition of autonomy in learners can be domain-specific, depending on 
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the learners’ technical skills and familiarity with the learning subject as well as their sense of 
personal competence and commitment to learning at a given point in time. The finding has 
contributed to an understanding on how and what Asian American women leaders would learn as 
part of their learning will be restrained and imposed upon by the organizational context and 
structure as well as personal life demands.  
The recognition of the learners’ ability, competence and commitment to learning has led 
to another important focus in self-directed learning, which is to consider self-directedness as a 
learner attribute and character. Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) supported these assumptions from 
Knowles (1980) that the characteristics of learners predispose them toward taking ownership of 
their own learning. The belief that readiness is an inner state to undertake self-directed learning 
has prompted the development of instruments to measure the psychological qualities associated 
with self-directness. Guglielmino (1996) developed the Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale 
(SDLRS), a 58-item and 5-point Likert scale, to measure 11 characteristics of a self-directed 
learner (Liddell, 2008).  
Guglielmino (1996) validated the SDLRS by administering the scale to employees from 
various corporations and targeted populations. In the 1996 landmark study, she assessed 19 
women executives who were named America’s 50 most powerful women managers in the 
September 1994 issue of Executive Female magazine. All participants had at least 10 years of 
management experience with significant responsibilities for their company’s profit and 
operation. The results were then compared to previous sample groups including a meta-analysis 
of 4,600 respondents and entrepreneurs surveyed in 1993. The researchers concluded that women 
executives, regardless of their racial backgrounds, had significantly higher self-directed learning 
readiness than other participants across industries and professional roles.   
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In another comparison research of three studies for non-for-profit leaders, Zsiga et al. 
(2009) also supported this finding. In their research, women executives tended to have higher 
readiness for self-directed learning than the average population. Additionally, these female 
executives engaged in incidental learning (Marsick & Watkins, 1990) and social learning by 
observing positive and negative role models, experiencing actual success and mistakes, and 
convening formal and informal conversations with others to develop their leadership capabilities 
(Zsiga et al., 2009). After reviewing studies based on their original theoretical framework, 
Marsick and Watkins (2001) modified their model to embed incidental learning in the social 
context, the everyday working and living encounter, that “offer[s] a challenge, a problem to be 
resolved, or a vision of a future state” (p. 29). They suggested that learning starts with a trigger 
with or without conscious awareness but is a surprise to their prior experiences, and subsequent 
interpretations, actions, and learnings are influenced by social, business, and cultural contexts 
(Marsick & Watkins, 2001).   
Social-Cognitive Theory  
Drawing from the general assumptions of Albert Bandura’s (1986) social-cognitive 
theory, Lent et al. (1994) developed the social-cognitive career theory (SCCT) to advance 
knowledge of racial minority students’ career decision making, including Asian Americans in 
their career decision making (e.g., Fouad & Kantamneni, 2013; Poon, 2014). They later 
developed the career self-management model (Brown & Lent, 2019; Lent & Brown, 2013) to 
focus on the process of how people make work-related choices, regardless of the occupations 
they enter. This stream of study focused on how the interplay of personal variables (e.g., see 
Fouad & Santana, 2017, for women and people of color; see Flores et al., 2017, for economic 
status, etc.) and learning experiences leads to self-efficacy development (Lent et al., 2017) and, 
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consequently, impacts career goal attainments and outcome expectations (Lent, 2013; Lent et al., 
2000).  
Bandura (2001) proposed that “people are procedures as well as products of social 
systems” (p. 1) and “one has the power to produce effects by one’s actions” (p. 15). He promoted 
the concept of personal agency or self-efficacy and described self-efficacy as being operated 
through four core features: (a) Intentionality, a self-motivated commitment to planning and 
carrying out futuristic expectations or predictions; (b) Forethought, a form of anticipatory self-
guidance toward self-evaluative outcomes, which may augment or override the influence of 
environmental forces; (c) Self-reactiveness, a moral-driven self-regulative effectiveness through 
distal aspirations and proximal guidance; and (d) Self-reflectiveness, the metacognitive capability 
to “address conflicts in motivational inducements and choose to act in favor of one over another” 
(Bandura, 2001, p. 10). Although self-efficacy or personal agency is the foundation of human 
agency, Bandura (2001) also emphasized how social structural practices impose constraints on 
and/or provide resources for personal development. Hence, in order to interact with complicated 
factors from social contexts, individuals cannot act alone but have to enlist meditative efforts 
from others, proxy agency, and act conjointly as a group, collective agency, to secure desired 
outcomes. In sum, Bandura believed that people are capable of capitalizing and exploiting 
promising fortuities through agency management and resources cultivation. 
In studying Asian Americans with the lens of SCCT, researchers have noticed how a high 
level of ethnic identity, strong family relationships, and strong cultural values influence Asian 
American college students’ academic interests and, ultimately, occupation choices in typical 
career fields, such as engineering or computer science (Fouad et al., 2008; Hardin et al., 2001). 
Another salient finding is how parent(s) play an essential role in Asian Americans’ vocational 
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development. Beyond academic decision making in the college years, this group continues to 
experience continuing negotiations between their own and their parents’ desires; as a group, 
Asian Americans have a strong desire for parental approval of career choices (Kantamneni et al., 
2018) and career outcomes even later in life (Fouad et al., 2008). Further, Fouad et al. (2018) 
proposed that Asian Americans’ collectivistic orientation that emphasizes family responsibilities 
and obligations places a higher priority on their needs for the family, and individuals sometimes 
have to downplay their own desires when they conflict with those of the family. The relationship 
between cultural values and self-efficacy is explored in the following section. 
Bicultural Efficacy 
As with pursuing atypical occupation decisions, pursuing leadership is also an 
opportunity for Asian American women to exercise personal agency when there are social 
constraints such as perceived labor market inequalities and racial isolation (Tinkler et al., 2019; 
Toosi et al., 2019). Studies on Asian American men and women leaders have attributed such 
personal agency to bicultural efficacy (Kawahara, 2007; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017; 
Nichols, 2017; Sy et al., 2017), which is defined as the “the belief, or confidence, that one can 
live effectively and in a satisfying manner, within two groups without compromising one’s sense 
of cultural identity” (LaFromboise et al., 1993, p. 404). LaFromboise et al. (1993) were 
influenced by Bandura’s (1986) reciprocal determinism, which suggests that a person “can 
develop and maintain effective interpersonal relationships in two cultures [which are] directly 
related to one’s ability to develop bi-cultural competence” (p. 404). This concept is also in line 
with Saville-Troike's (1981) code switching, which implies that a person who can alternate 
behavior appropriately to two targeted cultures is less anxious than one who is assimilating into 
the dominant culture. LaFromboise et al. (1993) then developed a framework of bicultural 
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efficacy to include competencies such as communicating ideas, enacting role repertoire, 
understanding knowledge and values, and building social networks in both cultures 
(LaFromboise et al., 1993).  
Several studies have supported the effects of bicultural efficacy on Asian American 
women’s career experiences. Nichols (2017) noted that Asian American women managers did 
not always conform to racial and gender stereotypes about Asian women, but did experience 
subtle culture and social disconnects with their colleagues at times. Kawahara (2007) further 
attested to the importance of building social networks in both cultures for Asian American 
women to maintain psychological support and well-being when either group rejects them while 
pursuing leadership roles. 
Chow (1987, 1992) examined the relationships of Asian American women’s bicultural 
experiences, living in two cultures with different role expectations by gender, with their gender 
identities and career experiences. In a mixed-methods study of 161 working Asian American 
women from diverse professional backgrounds (e.g., professional, clerical, service, etc.) and 
leadership levels (e.g., managers and proprietors), Chow (1987) concluded that Asian American 
women who embraced more androgynous gender concepts (Bem, 1974, 1977) significantly had a 
higher level of occupational attainment and, subsequently, expressed a higher level of self-
esteem and work satisfaction. Bem defined androgynous gender identity as someone who can 
take account of both “masculine” and “feminine” characteristics. For Asian American women 
who continuously experience and enact expected obedience, familial interest, fatalism, and self-
control in their home environment and ethnic community (Chow, 1987; Fong, 1997), to succeed 
in the workplace, they have to exercise personal agency to combat culturally sanctioned gender 
characteristics in their pursuit of career mobility and satisfactions.  
 
41 
Learning Mastery  
Through a comprehensive literature review of recent studies based on career self-
management model, Lent et al. (2017) noticed the research gap in understanding the source of 
self-efficacy, which includes an individual’s learning experiences that impact on self-efficacy 
and career outcome expectations. They attempted to understand how the four principles, 
stemming from Bandura’s theory (1973), impact self-efficacy development: (a) mastery of 
experiences (e.g., experiencing success); (b) verbal persuasion (e.g., receiving encouragement); 
(c) vicarious experiences (e.g., observing models); and (d) physiological and affective state (e.g., 
experiencing positive emotions). The implications of the study suggested that mastery of 
experiences and vicarious learning are two strong indicators of higher self-efficacy (Lent et al., 
2017).  
Bandura (1973) further explained the steps of vicarious experience as observational 
learning, which takes place in a social setting but also involves a cognitive process that “learners 
internalise and make sense of what they see in order to reproduce the behaviour themselves” 
(Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018, p. 2). The four sequential stages are: (a) Attention—learners need 
to witness the behavior that either they want to reproduce or need to reproduce; (b) Retention—
learners process cognitively what they have seen by rehearsing the behaviors or actions in their 
minds; (c) Reproduction—learners convert the processed information into displayed behaviors or 
actions; (d) Motivation—learners are motivated via direct reinforcement, vicarious 
reinforcement, and self-reinforcement to reproduce the behaviors as their own.  
Based on the observational learning process (Bandura, 1973), Horsburgh and Ippolito 
(2018) conducted a qualitative study of medical students’ learning at clinical settings. Some of 
their findings are relevant to Asian American women’s learning experiences in the corporate 
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setting. During the stage of attention, barriers to paying attention included lack of continuous 
exposure to a role model, and the facilitator was to find a role model aligned with their own 
values in order to pay attention. During the retention stage, meaningful reflection was recognized 
to facilitate the mental process of observed actions. As for the reproduction stage, feedback that 
reinforced desired outcomes suggested that development helped to display the needed behaviors. 
Lastly, receiving positive feedback directly or observing others’ outcomes vicariously helped 
carry out the learned behaviors continuously.  
Mentoring  
Mentoring and mentorship have been credited as important social capital resources, 
similar to a proxy agency (Bandura, 2001), to facilitate career development and upward mobility 
for Asian American women leaders (Carlton et al., 2016; Her, 2017; Kawahara et al., 2013; 
Nichols, 2017). However, Asian American women also reported mixed feelings toward actively 
seeking mentoring relationship (Liang et al., 2006; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). In a survey 
of 1,735 women, Catalyst (1999) found that Asian American women were less likely to have 
mentors compared to other racial groups and were less likely to receive race-related job advice 
from their mentors compared to African American women. After a comprehensive literature 
review on mentoring, Ragins (2007) concluded that most studies take a monolithic approach to 
examine either the race or gender dimension of the mentoring relationship, but rarely capture the 
effects of multiple group memberships such as Asian American women. 
Most academic studies on mentoring and Asian American women are in the educational 
context (Kawamoto, 2011; Liang et al., 2006; Naber-Fisher, 2009). For instance, Liang et al. 
(2006) surveyed 392 female college students, 270 European American women, and 122 Asian 
American women, and learned that Asian American women were less likely to form a mentoring 
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relationship and were less satisfied with their mentoring relationship compared to their European 
American counterparts. In another research study on Asian American women leaders in public 
school administration, Liang and Peters-Hawkins (2017) reported that only 1 out of 11 
participants actively sought out mentoring relationships. They attributed the Asian culture belief 
of self-reliance and the perception of asking for help as less competent and less qualified for 
leadership roles in the organization as key factors impeding mentor-seeking behaviors. 
According to the same study, two of the study’s participants had other women of color as their 
mentors and noted greater trust and rapport within the mentoring relationship due to shared life 
and professional experiences (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). This finding further affirmed 
some mentoring studies indicating that having a mentor of the same race or gender was helpful 
because they shared a similar sense of isolation or discriminatory barriers that women of color 
experiences at the workplace (Ragins, 1997; Ragins & Cotton, 1999; Stanley & Lincoln, 2005; 
Welch, 1993). 
In her doctoral dissertation on understanding the impact of mentoring on career 
development for Asian American women senior administrators in higher education institutions, 
Kawamoto (2011) reported that most Asian American women had White male mentors once in 
their careers and 6 of the 11 women had mentors of color. For participants with both male and 
female mentors, male mentors provided more career than psychological support, such as 
advocating for advanced responsibilities and fostering collaborative skills in projects. Although 
these women valued the mentoring relationship, only four women consulted their mentors when 
they considered moving to higher-level roles. Interestingly, it was their male mentors who helped 
their careers with job applications, creating new career opportunities, and tapping them when a 
senior position became available.  
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Although mentoring studies have not provided conclusive results in relation to gender or 
race (Ragins, 2007), the mentoring program was identified as one of the ways to build a diverse 
pipeline to corporate leadership roles (Claire et al., 2005). Ragins (2007) further suggested that 
mentoring helps develop social capital resources when the influence, information, knowledge, 
and support are created within and flow between the mentors and mentees (Coleman, 1988; 
Leana & Van Buren, 1999). Kawahara et al. (2007) supported the premise that the leaders in 
their study advanced their own growth and development by committing to developing fellow 
Asian American women. 
Transformative Learning and Unlearning 
Taylor (1994) proposed a learning model, built on Mezirow’s (1990) transformative 
learning theory, that can illustrate how a person acquires competence in a second culture. 
Mezirow’s (1990) psycho-critical approach to the transformative learning theory emerged from a 
study that identified the impeding or facilitative factors of White and middle-class women in re-
entry college programs. Based on humanistic and constructivist assumptions, Mezirow built his 
theory under the influence of John Dewey’s conceptualization of social democracy, and later 
expanded his theory in reference to Paulo Freire and Jürgen Herbamas (rational discourse and 
critical self-reflection) (Baumgartner, 2012; Fleming, 2014; Marsick & Finger, 1994). Mezirow 
(1990) recognized that not all learning is transformative, and only learning resulting in a 
transformation in either one’s beliefs or attitudes (a meaning scheme), sets of meaning schemes 
(a point of view), or an entire perspective (a habit of mind) is constituted as transformative. 
Mezirow (1990) unearthed 10 non-sequential phases that facilitate taking on new meaning 
perspectives based on four main components: experience, critical reflection, reflective discourse, 
and action. While groundbreaking, Mezirow’s theory posed several unresolved issues. Clark and 
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Wilson (1991) pointed out the absence of context in the theory, thereby “construing the meaning 
of experiences apart from the context in which that experience is situated, an omission which 
serves to distort that meaning” (p. 8). In an attempt to substantiate Mezirow’s overreliance on 
rationality, Taylor (2001) offered neurobiological explanations to underpin the interdependent 
relationship between emotion and reason and the role of unconscious ways of knowing.   
Deviating from Mezirow (1990), who proposed that a disorienting dilemma initiates the 
transformative learning, Taylor (1994) argued that the participants’ prior experiences and 
personal goals accelerate or decelerate their readiness in facing cultural dilemmas. Taylor studied 
12 Americans who lived and worked at least 2 years in a foreign country, where speaking the 
host languages were their primary form of communication. He discovered five sequential 
components that the participants passed through in learning to live successfully in the host 
culture. Contrary to Mezirow (1990), who believed that only critical reflection on assumptions 
can prompt perspective transformation, Taylor (1994) reported that most of the participants 
experienced perspective transformation by taking on and practicing new actions and behavioral 
habits over time without consciously and deliberately reflecting on the impacts of these changes.   
Grounded in research on microaggression by Sue et al. (2009), Her (2017) noted that the 
Asian American women managers in her study redefined the meaning of self, energy, and work 
through failing, reflecting, and learning as ways to evolve from culture, race, and gender-based 
microaggressions. Microaggression is defined as “brief, everyday exchanges that send 
denigrating messages to people of color because they belong to a racial group” (Sue et al., 2009, 
p. 88). The findings of this qualitative phenomenology study with 21 Asian American women 
have implied that, in addition to perspective transformation, these women also exercised 
bicultural efficacy (LaFromboise et al., 1993) and personal agency (Bandura, 2001) to 
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continuously deliver work performance and pursue career mobility, despite suffering various 
forms of microaggressions from childhood to their working lives. 
Transformative Unlearning  
In a podcast about developing her own leadership style, Deborah Liu, Chief Executive 
Officer of the Ancestry, shared how she had to “unlearn” some cultural values from her Chinese 
immigrant parents in order for her to develop an authentic voice to be heard and seen as a leader. 
Nonconformity to expected gender or cultural norms has facilitated career upward movement 
(Chow, 1987, 1992; Nichols, 2017), but required mastery of a different kind of learning, which 
has been called unlearning (MacDonald; 2002; Matsuo, 2019; Rushmer & Davies, 2004). 
Unlearning has been a neglected topic and an under-researched field (Hislop et al., 2014) 
and received contentious critique as a concept without much empirical support (Howells & 
Scholderer, 2016; Klein, 1989). Akgün et al. (2007) traced individual unlearning back to verbal 
learning psychology that unlearning is a gradual weakening of associations between stimuli and 
responses by interpolated learning (Postman et al., 1965). In cognitive psychology, unlearning 
means to change belief schemas “when existing knowledge structures are modified to 
accommodate information that is incongruent with them” (Crocker et al., 1984, p. 198). Both 
perspectives have viewed unlearning as the elimination of associated internal responses toward 
external stimulation in order to bring about new learning (Akgün et al., 2007). More recent 
studies from educational psychology have focused on reducing the influence of old knowledge in 
order to produce new behaviors or beliefs such as racial biases (e.g., Tawa, 2016).  
The concept of unlearning is formally explored by Hedberg (1981) as well as Nyström 
and Starbuck (1984) in the organizational context. They proposed that continuous learning with 
existing beliefs and perspectives has created barriers for new learnings to happen, and, in turn, 
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the organizations are not equipped to meet these environmental challenges. What triggers an 
organization to unlearn is often a crisis that the organization has to make conscious and 
deliberate decisions to challenge old strategies or routine practices; this often results in drastic 
changes in top management or organizational structure (Starbuck, 2017). Tsang and Zahra 
(2008) described organization unlearning as an ongoing, incremental, and cumulative continuous 
change or an infrequent, discontinuous, and large-in-scope episodic change. Contrary to the 
deliberate process, Easterby-Smith and Lyle (2011) introduced the term organization forgetting, 
which can also be an unintentional process in which the organization loses both tacit and explicit 
knowledge, changes routines and procedures, or breaks down social networks and collective 
perspectives. They praised the benefits of forgetting as ways to “enable disruptive innovation, 
help change and renewal, and reduce ties and obligations” (p. 314). How applicable these key 
aspects from transformative learning, earlier insights of unlearning, and the concept of 
organization unlearning are to individual unlearning experiences and processes is further 
expanded in the following paragraphs.  
In a comprehensive literature review of the theory building of unlearning, Hislop et al. 
(2014) summarized that unlearning can happen unconsciously and accidentally like forgetting 
(e.g., Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011; Rushmer & Davies, 2004) or deliberately and consciously, 
involving a process of choosing to abandon particular values or behaviors (Rushmer & Davies, 
2004; Tsang & Zahra, 2008). They believed that unlearned values or behaviors are not 
permanently “lost”; rather, the individual consciously discards or discontinues using them 
without making judgments if the given-up values or behaviors are obsolete or inferior to the 
newly adapted values or behaviors (Hislop et al., 2014; Tsang & Zahra, 2008). More 
importantly, Hislop et al. (2014) supported perspectives from Antonacopoulou (2009) as well as 
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Argyris and Schön (1996) that unlearning is a distinctive type of learning that requires rigorous 
investigation and theory development.  
Hislop et al. (2014) concluded that only two studies offered in-depth descriptions of 
individual unlearning and the unlearning process. The first research study was from Rushmer and 
Davies (2004), who distinguished individual unlearning into three different types, but only two 
fit into what is relevant to Asian American women’s process. The first one is called wiping, 
which is defined as an external imposed process that results in the deliberate change of a 
particular way of acting or thinking, such as taking on a new job role. Another type is deep 
unlearning, which is “a sudden, potentially painful, confrontation of the inadequacy in our 
substantive view of the world and our capacity to cope with that world competently” (p. 10). As 
such, deep unlearning (Rushmer & Davies, 2004) is involved in a psycho-emotional process 
similar to what Mezirow (1990) described when an individual transforms a particular belief, set 
of values, or entire frame of reference (Matsuo, 2019). Moreover, Hislop et al. (2014) compared 
wiping with single-loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1996), the incremental changes where 
assumptions remain unchallenged, and deep learning with double-loop learning (Argyris & 
Schön, 1996), the transformative changes where deeply held assumptions are questioned and 
reflected upon.  
As for the unlearning process, MacDonald (2002) conceptualized a three-step 
transformative unlearning model, which starts with the receptiveness stage, where a person 
becomes aware of different perspectives and viewpoints and is prepared to consider the 
alternatives; subsequently, when the person acknowledges the veracity of the alternatives as well 
as the limitations of the existing perspectives, the person enters the second stage called 
recognition. Lastly, transformative unlearning has been undertaken when the person is able to 
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learn the new frame of reference effectively after experiencing the third process of grieving, 
which is when the person comes to terms with “the loss of prior ways of seeing reality” (p. 174). 
and the loss of foundational assumptions that had brought certainty and security. Based on this 
model, unlearning is considered a precursor of learning new perspectives. Additionally, a recent 
study conducted by Matsuo (2019) further supported that, rather than reflection, only critical 
reflection, which involves critiquing and raising questions about the validity of previously held 
presumptions (Mezirow, 1990), can initiate the process of transformative unlearning. 
Section Summary 
This section examined adult learning theories, specifically self-directed learning (Candy, 
1991; Garrison, 1997; Knowles, 1968; Marsick & Watkins, 2001); social-cognitive theory 
(Bandura, 1986; Brown & Lent, 2019; Lent et al., 2017); transformative learning (Mezirow, 
1990; Taylor, 1994); and transformative unlearning (Hislop et al., 2014; MacDonald, 2002; 
Rushmer & Davies, 2004). These can be applied to understanding how Asian American women 
learn and unlearn to overcome career barriers and what additional activities they seek to achieve 
career upward mobility. In the next section, the integration of all relevant concepts described in 
Chapter II is presented as a conceptual framework.  
Conceptual Framework 
The review and critique of the literature has contributed to the development of a 
conceptual framework, displayed in Figure 2.1, which served as a blueprint for the design and 
analysis of this research as well as a repository for reporting the study’s findings, guiding the 
data analysis and interpretation, and informing the coding scheme reiterations (Bloomberg & 
Volpe, 2008). The conceptual framework indicates relationships between the main ideas 
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presented herein and reveals the linkages among emerging ideas and factors as well as how these 
concepts helped to construct this research (Maxwell, 2013).  




The conceptual framework was integrated from the study’s three research questions, 
which are outlined in Chapter I, and was comprised of an interactive approach based on the 
intersectionality framework and key elements from adult learning theories that emerged from the 
study’s findings. The conceptual framework described how social milieu and Asian American 
women’s intersectional factors dictated how they experienced career barriers. Through critical 
reflection, Asian American women gained the readiness to engage in mastering the learning and 
unlearning that facilitated self-efficacy and/or bicultural efficacy development and enabled 
career mobility actions, which, in turn, rendered positive career mobility outcomes. The 
conceptual framework also indicated the importance of organizational and network supports that 





By centering on the literature in the areas of intersectionality and adult learning that are 
relevant to Asian American women’s career experiences, the researcher explored and identified 
theories and frameworks to develop a conceptual framework, grounded in research inquiry, to 
orientate the data analysis, interpretations, and conclusions. In this chapter, Topic I covered 
leadership studies on the gender, race, and intersectionality of Asian American women. In Topic 
II, social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) was considered the lens to anchor Asian American 
women’s career barrier experiences while the tenets of self-directed learning (Knowles, 1968), 
transformative learning (Mezirow, 1990), and transformative unlearning (Rushmer & Davies, 
2004) were woven into a comprehensive understanding of their ways to overcome barriers and 
achieve career upward mobility. Chapter III next outlines the study’s methodology and details 







Introduction and Overview 
This goal of this study was to explore the career experiences of 26 Asian American 
women and their perceptions of how they learned and unlearned to overcome career barriers and 
which activities they engaged in to achieve executive leadership roles at Fortune 500 companies.  
The purpose of this research was to understand the learning, unlearning, and activities 
that Asian American women undertook to achieve career upward mobility at their workplace. 
Specifically, the study provided a rare glimpse into the lived experiences of how Asian American 
women overcame barriers and the activities in which these women participated to advance in the 
corporate hierarchy. As previously illustrated in Chapter II, by centering on the life and career 
experiences of Asian American women, the study can add to the discussion of intersectionality, 
adult learning, and empowerment to dialogue about minority women and leadership. In addition 
to advancing the theoretical understanding of this minority population, the study also intended to 
treat the research insights as a potential intervention beyond a mere comprehension of 
intersectional dynamics and to inform future social actions that enhance organizational support 
for minority women at Fortune 500 companies.  
To achieve this purpose, the following research questions were explored: 
1. How do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their 
careers?  
2. How do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face?    
3. What other activities do they engage in to advance their careers?   
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To explore the above research questions and to achieve the purpose of study, the 
researcher elaborates in this chapter on the following overview of this exploratory methodology, 
which includes the rationale for research design, descriptions of the research participants, an 
overview of information required, an overview of the research design, and methods of data 
collection, data analysis and synthesis. The chapter also addresses issues of ethical 
considerations, trustworthiness in study design, and study limitations, and concludes with  
a brief summary.  
Rationale for Qualitative Method Research Design 
Building on the premise of the intersectionality framework as “critical inquiry and 
praxis” (Collins, 2019, p. 21), the researcher intended to explore how Asian American women 
overcame personal and organizational barriers to achieve career upward mobility and how 
organizational strategy and practices facilitated their career advancements in the contemporary 
society. Thus, to truly comprehend the career barriers, learning experiences, and social activities 
that facilitate career mobility at the workplace for Asian American women, only methodologies 
that focus on “particular contexts within which the participants act, and the influence that this 
context has on their actions” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 30) would facilitate the understanding of the 
meaning and process from the participants’ perspectives . As such, a qualitative method research 
design was suitable for addressing an unexplored area with multiple dimensions and to develop a 
framework when inadequate theories exist for the population (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2013). 
In addition to comprehending the complexity of a contemporary issue, qualitative 
research empowers individuals to share their experiences through storytelling and allows their 
voices to be heard (Creswell, 2007); this is credited as a powerful tool for understanding and 
creating personal transformation and organizational changes to study minority women issues 
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(McLean, 2017). Furthermore, the goal of qualitative research is to understand the meaning of 
the participants’ perspectives, the context in which they act, the influence of the context on their 
actions, and the process by which events and actions take place (Maxwell, 2013). Differing from 
the quantitative methodology, qualitative research can help identify unanticipated phenomena 
and permit the freedom to develop new grounded theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) about the 
research questions (Maxwell, 2013).  
Among qualitative research methodologies, the exploratory case study provides a holistic 
description and deep explanation of the real-life phenomenon as well as uncovers the nuances 
and more latent elements of an issue (Lune & Berg, 2018) while inquiring into a clearly 
identifiable “case”" with boundaries (Creswell, 2007). In his comparative analysis of their 
epistemological commitment of three prominent case study methodologists (Robert Yin, Sharan 
Merriam, and Robert Stake), Yazan (2015) concluded that Merriam (1988) and Stake (1995) 
shared similar philosophical assumptions that “reality is constructed by individuals interacting 
with their social world” (Merriam, 1988, p. 6) and “most contemporary qualitative researchers 
hold that knowledge is constructed rather than discovered” (Stake, 1995, p. 99). Stake (1995) 
took it one step further and attested that readers of the study may also construct another layer of 
knowledge in the findings; therefore, a case study needs to present multiple perspectives or 
views of a case, but it is impossible for researchers to establish the best viewpoint from the 
study. On the other hand, Yin’s (2009) epistemological assumption is to mirror empirical 
research logics and sequences to test conclusions against existing theories. Therefore, his 
proposition leans toward a more deterministic view based on a cause-and-effect orientation 
against established theoretical frameworks (Yazan, 2015).  
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As a scholar practitioner with a focus on applying intersectional analysis, the researcher’s 
epistemological leaning was toward Merriam’s (1988) and Stake’s (1995) renditions of a case 
study; hence, Asian American women’s reality and knowledge were socially constructed and 
emerged from their interpretations of the world in their minds. However, the researcher was also 
influenced by the pragmatic paradigm that the most important aspect of this study was to answer 
the “how” and “what” Asian American women learned/unlearned and activities undertaken in 
order to achieve career mobility in contemporary corporations within the U.S. context. As such, 
their truth was what worked in U.S. contemporary society, as influenced by historical 
immigration and labor laws and practices. It was not based on the “dualism between reality 
independent of the mind or within the mind” (Creswell, 2007, p. 23). With this acknowledgment, 
this study adapted Yin’s (2009) principles in methodological design and data collection strategies 
in order to best provide multifaceted aspects of Asian American women’s career and learning 
experiences in Fortune 500 companies in the United States. 
Following her methodology leaning toward a pragmatist perspective, the researcher 
modified Yin’s (2009) embedded single-case design, which was to deploy various methods to 
comprehend a phenomenon of embedded units within the same context. In this study, the context 
involved large contemporary corporations considered to be top Fortune 500 companies. 
According to Fortune.com, these companies are ranked by total revenues for their respective 
fiscal years, are incorporated and operate in the United States, and file financial statements with 
a U.S. government agency (Fortune, 2020). The embedded units were Asian American women 
working for companies from two different sectors, defined by Fortune.com, as financial and 
technology. Based on Yin’s (2019) premises, the rationale for applying the single-case study to 
the research questions relates to limited theoretical understandings and in-depth data collection 
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of a unique case. Since there were limited understandings of the experiences of Asian American 
women executives in top Fortune 500 companies, the established career development model and 
adult learning theories could not be easily applied to this population. Recognizing that a theory 
or model was lacking, the researcher intended to examine Asian American women working at 
Fortune 500 companies with one underlying conceptual framework, which, in turn, led to a 
theoretical model building (Lune & Berg, 2018). As such, the exploratory case study with a 
holistic methodology facilitated the answers to the research problem and questions. 
In sum, based on her own lived experiences as an Asian American woman working in 
corporate America, combined with a careful review of the literature on intersectionality and adult 
learning theories, the researcher concluded that little is known about how Asian American 
women learn to overcome career barriers. Therefore, the exploratory case study was particularly 
suited to this study and allowed for an open exploration of the research questions that addressed 
the meaning that minority women ascribe to the aforementioned phenomenon. 
Description of the Participants 
 Corporate America has long been identified as one of the worst workplaces for Asian 
American women to achieve career upward mobility (Woo, 1994). As demonstrated in Chapter I, 
technology (Gee & Peck, 2016) and financial companies (Colby, 2017) have been identified as 
two sectors with limited executive opportunities for Asian American women. With few Asian 
American women executives, little is known about how and what they have learned to overcome 
as career challenges in order to climb the corporate hierarchy and what additional activities they 
have engaged in to sustain them in their leadership positions. Therefore, the current study 
focused on participants who worked for financial and technology sectors at top Fortune 500 
companies. The sample for the study consisted of 26 Asian American women, ranging between 
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senior managerial level and the C-suite role. Four of them identified as diversity and inclusion 
practitioners for their respective organizations. As such, these women either personally 
experienced moving up the corporate ladder or supported others to achieve career upward 
mobility. In addition to relying on their professional titles listed on LinkedIn.com, participants 
also confirmed their executive statuses through email exchanges and individual interviews.  
The following selection criteria were used to identify further the appropriate participants: 
(a) participants had to identify as women as their gender expression and had cultural heritages in 
the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, such as China, India, Japan, Korea, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam; (b) participants had either immigrated to the United States 
with a U.S. permanent resident status or a naturalized citizen status, or were born into a family 
where their parents were first-generation U.S. immigrants; (c) participants used English as their 
primary communication language at the workplace setting; (d) participants were comfortable 
disclosing demographic data such as marital status or work history and personal career 
experiences; (e) individual interview and focus group participants worked or had worked in the 
financial or technology industries of one of Fortune 500 company prior to or during the study 
participation; (f) the diversity and inclusion practitioners had a track record of developing and 
advancing minority talents and leaders in global corporations; and (g) participants identified 
working in senior managerial and executive roles in their respective organizations.  
The interview participants were purposefully sampled as representatives to provide 
information that could predict similar or contrasting results (Yin, 2009) and were able to provide 
the most productive relationships that best enabled the researcher to collect data through in-depth 
interviews and focus group (Maxwell, 2013). A total of 112 potential candidates were 
purposefully sampled through the social medium LinkedIn.com, and 16 participants agreed and 
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committed to study participation. An additional 10 participants were leveraged through snowball 
sampling (Lune & Berg, 2018) via the researcher’s personal and professional networks as well as 
referrals by the study’s participants.   
The participants were invited through Invitation Letters/E-mails (Appendix F) and 
notified of the potential risks of participating in the study through the Informed Consent Form 
(Appendix G). Additionally, participants were notified about their rights in their involvement in 
the study, which was strictly voluntary; moreover, their contributions would be used for research 
purposes only, and their identities and any identifying information would remain concealed. 
Some participants requested an additional nondisclosure agreement (Appendix K) to fulfill their 
company’s stricter confidentiality policy. All participants except the four diversity and inclusion 
practitioners completed a Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (Appendix I), a measure of a bicultural 
individual’s perceived ability to navigate and negotiate two cultural systems, as further 
elaborated in the following section. Lastly, selected participants voluntarily participated in an  
in-depth semi-structured interview as the primary data collection method or joined the focus 
group to provide diverse evidence for the case study.  
According to the COVID-19 research safety protocol of Teachers College, Columbia 
University, all individual interviews and the focus group were conducted online through the 
student Zoom account, provided by Teachers College, Columbia University between August and 
December 2020; the subsequent data analysis and synthesis took place between December 2020 
and February 2021. 
Overview of Information 
This study explored the career experiences of 26 Asian American women and their 
perceptions of career barriers and activities that facilitate career upward mobility at large 
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corporations. As such, the data collection aimed to address the study’s research questions. The 
information provided further understanding of how Asian American women learn to overcome 
career barriers and what activities they engage in to advance their careers. Specifically, four 
types of information were identified and collected: contextual, perceptual, demographic, and 
theoretical. 
Contextual Data 
Contextual data for the participants were gathered in three ways. The first context was 
grounded in the participants’ personal identification and socially constructed factors, including 
but not limited to their culture of origin, immigration status, and relationship status. The primary 
method of gathering the information was through the Demographic Inventory Survey (Appendix 
H) and Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (Appendix I), based on personal accounts from the 
participants. The second was their current work environments, which were global corporate 
organizations in the financial and technology sectors. The primary method of gathering the 
organizations’ information relied on public information, including Fortune.com and the 
organizations’ websites. The third key factor situated the participants in contemporary U.S. 
society where political and societal climates had salient effects on personal choices and actions. 
The information was obtained through public records such as news articles as well as the 
literature review on historical and contemporary discrimination and biases against the Asian 
American women population. The data were used to corroborate their personal and 
organizational experiences against societal practices and trends. 
Perceptual Data 
As illustrated in Chapter II, there is a gap and contradiction between how Asian 
American women perceive themselves and how others perceive them in terms of their 
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confidence and leadership ability (e.g., Kawahara et al., 2013; Toosi et al., 2019). To 
comprehend fully how this population perceives its capability to overcome career barriers and 
estimate the outcomes of their learning and actions in pursuing career upward mobility, the 
researcher identified storytelling as a powerful tool for understanding and creating personal 
transformation for minority women (McLean, 2017). Rubin and Rubin (1995) proposed that “a 
story communicates a moral, a broad message, or set of core beliefs” and “contains some point 
that the interviewee feels an urgent need to make but does not feel comfortable enough to say 
directly” (pp. 25-26). As such, the researcher encouraged storytelling through three different 
types of interviews, as described by Rubin and Rubin: the first type is life histories, focusing on 
the individual’s experiences and what she felt when she faced career barriers and overcame 
them; the second type is evaluation interviews, focusing on whether the individual’s intentional 
changes and efforts lived up to her expectations; the third type is focus group interviews, 
focusing on evaluating shared or differing experiences and information among an assembled 
group. In addition to in-depth interviews and focus group, 22 participants completed the 
Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale, and the data provided a greater depth of discussion on their 
bicultural efficacy development and enhanced data analysis and interpretation.   
Demographic Data 
A demographic inventory was the means by which the researcher collected relevant and 
factual data from each participant, including age group, race/ethnicities, immigration/citizenship 
status, highest level of education, relationship status, number of children and/or dependents, title 
of current job/role, time in current role, time in professionally employed positions, and number 
of direct reports. All participants were asked to complete the demographic inventory to help 
sample the appropriate candidates who could offer similarities and differences in the 
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participants’ profiles, which may, in turn, help explain patterns or variations in their career and 
learning experiences.  
Theoretical Data 
To achieve her purposes, the researcher conducted an ongoing exploration of the 
literature on intersectionality and adult learning theories throughout the dissertation process. This 
comprehensive exploration outlined both intersectionality and adult learning under pertinent 
subcategories such as the intersectional analysis on race and gender, and additional socially 
constructed factors as well as social-cognitive theory, transformative learning theory, and 
unlearning frameworks. Retrieving and integrating what was already known also highlighted the 
relationship between existing knowledge of the phenomenon under study and what was lacking 
and needed to be sought out in conducting the inquiry. Additionally, the theoretical data 
supported the selected research strategy and the logic behind it.  
Overview of Research Design 
A research design is a logical plan to find answers to the research questions (Yin, 2009) 
and to conduct the study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Figure 3.1 describes the steps taken to 
conduct and complete this study of how Asian American women overcome career barriers to 
achieve upward mobility at Fortune 500 companies.  
Data Collection Method 
Influenced by the pragmatist perspective, to best answer “how” and “what” that Asian 
American women as individuals have learned and undertaken to achieve career mobility in the 
context of contemporary corporations, the researcher designed the data collection strategy based 
on the embedded single-case study (Yin, 2009). According to Yin, the use of multiple collection 
methods to enhance data credibility prevents a lack of clear measures or sufficient data, which is 
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a common pitfall of the exploratory case study. As such, only when different kinds of data and 
methods of their gathering are used can the fining meaningfully contribute to discovering or at 
least suggesting some generalizable theoretical concept (Creswell, 2007; Lune & Berg, 2018).   
Figure 3.1  
Research Design of the Study 
 
In addition to maintaining the integrity of the research design, triangulation (Fielding & 
Fielding, 1986), or using methods from different strengths and limitations to support a single 
conclusion, can mitigate the risk of biased confusion from a single method (Maxwell, 2013).  
On the other hand, the diverse methods can also gain information that has the effects of 
complementarity and expansion (Greene, 2007) on the studied phenomena; therefore, using 
“different methods can broaden the range of aspects of the phenomena…, rather than simply to 
strengthen particular conclusions about some phenomenon” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 102).  
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For this study, the researcher employed multiple methods and sources to provide a variety 
of evidence: demographic inventory survey, Bicultural Self Efficacy Scale, semi-structured 
interviews, and focus group discussion.  
Demographic Inventory Survey 
The Demographic Inventory Survey was a self-report designed for gathering basic 
information on the studied participants. Participants voluntarily reported on factual or self-
identified data, including but not limited to age group, race/ethnicities, immigration/citizenship 
status, highest level of education, relationship status, and so on. All participants were instructed 
to complete the Demographic Inventory Survey following their submission of the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB)-approved consent forms and/or additional nondisclosure agreement. Please 
see Appendix H for The Demographic Inventory Survey. 
Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (BSES) 
The Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (BSES), as described in Appendix I, is a self-report 
questionnaire with 26 items, developed by Dr. E. J. R. David, Dr. Sumie Okazaki, and Dr. Anne 
Saw in 2009, based on the six dimensions proposed by T. LaFromboise, H. L. K. Coleman, and J. 
Gerton (1993). The BSES measures an individual’s perceived ability to function competently in 
both the heritage culture and mainstream culture. It consists of six subscales: Social 
Groundedness (seven items; e.g., “ I can develop new relationships with both mainstream 
Americans as well as people from the same heritage culture as myself); Communication Ability 
(four items; e.g., “I can communicate my feelings effectively to both mainstream Americans and 
people from the same heritage culture as myself”); Positive Attitudes (four items; e.g., “I take 
pride in both mainstream American culture and my heritage culture"); Knowledge (four items; 
e.g., “I am knowledgeable about the gender roles and expectations of both mainstream 
 
64 
Americans and my cultural group”); Role Repertoire (three items; e.g., “An individual can alter 
his or her behavior to fit a particular social context”); and Bicultural Beliefs (four items; e.g., 
“Being bicultural does not mean I have to compromise my sense of cultural identity”). 
Participants rate each item on a 9-point partially anchored Likert scale between 1 (strongly 
disagree) and 9 (strongly agree). The higher scores indicate a higher level of perceived bicultural 
competence.  
The BSES has been tested for high internal consistency (Brewster et al., 2013; Carrera & 
Wei, 2014; David et al., 2009; Wei et al. 2010) and is still the only published scale through the 
American Psychology Association that measures an individual’s ability to function successfully 
in two cultures (David et al., 2009). Compared to the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (BSES, 
Miller et al., 2011), a scale in a manuscript state, which measures only Asian Americans’ 
perceived confidence in dealing with intersections between traditional Asian cultures and 
mainstream U.S. cultures, studies have provided strong evidence for the BSES in that bicultural 
efficacy positively relates to the well-being and mental health of minorities, including Asian 
Americans, African Americans, and Latino/a Americans (Carrera & Wei, 2014; David et al., 
2009; Wei et al., 2010) as well as bisexual individuals (Brewster et al., 2013).  
The BSES was leveraged to attest to Asian American women’s accounts of their ways of 
overcoming career barriers and achieving career mobility in relationship with the bicultural 
efficacy level. As bicultural efficacy is a constructed concept, it is beneficial to leverage the 
assessment to explore the participants’ perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes to function in two 
cultures that impacted their career actions, particularly in consideration of pursuing executive 
roles, when their narrative data did provide comprehensive descriptions of all six dimensions that 
constitute bicultural efficacy. Therefore, acknowledging the critiques on the limitations of the 
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BSES in assessing the full scope of bicultural efficacy, as developed by LaFromboise et al. (Wei 
et al., 2010), the information obtained from the BSES enhanced the depth of the storytelling from 
the interviews and helped with the conceptual framework, building on how minority women 
learn to achieve career mobility.  
Furthermore, the intent of this research was not to investigate if the scale accurately 
measured bicultural efficacy or if the score from the scale had the power to predict certain career 
actions or learning behaviors. The purpose of incorporating the data from the scale was to help 
discover overlooked and unreported issues from the participants, provide diverse and 
comprehensive evidence for the case study, and test the proposition of the conceptual framework 
for theory development (Yin, 2009).  
Both the Demographic Inventory Survey and the BSES utilized the survey tool Qualtrics, 
licensed through Teachers College, Columbia University, to collect data. Upon submitting the 
IRB-approved consent forms and/or nondisclosure agreement, each participant was assigned an 
artificial code and instructed to enter the artificial code instead of her formal name to answer the 
survey questions and maintain the confidentiality of their identities. Survey data were 
downloaded from Qualtrics for the data analysis and were erased from the website once the 
analysis was completed.    
Semi-Structured Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were the primary method of data collection used in this study. 
Interviews are an essential source of gathering information in case studies to provide important 
insights into human affairs or behaviors as well as shortcuts for the interviewees’ prior history of 
such situations, which, in turn, can help identify relevant evidence to test the theoretical 
framework (Yin, 2009). According to Seidman (2013), recounting experiences through 
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storytelling is how humans make meaning of their experiences. He further attested that interview 
is a basic inquiry in “other individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (p. 9). The interest of 
this researcher was to zoom in on a population that has not received much academic 
investigation to establish the worth of that attention. Furthermore, understanding Asian American 
women’s career experiences from an intersectionality perspective is not only a form of critical 
inquiry, but also a form of bridging into social changes, as proposed by Collins (2019). Through 
sharing their stories, participants were empowered to reflect their experiences and have their 
voices heard. Subsequently, their narratives were transformed through the study’s findings to 
provide a blueprint for other Asian American women who are interested in achieving executive 
roles. With such premises, qualitative interviews were the method that created knowledge to help 
understand how and why certain circumstances happened in a complex world (Rubin & Rubin, 
1995) and provide answers to a praxis that could be enacted in the real world (Collins, 2019).  
The semi-structured interview involved the implementation of a number of predetermined 
questions that were asked in a systematic and consistent order; however, the researcher had 
probed far beyond the answers of the prepared questions according to the participants’ responses 
(Lune & Berg, 2018). The choice of this method “allow(s) for spontaneity, flexibility and 
responsiveness to individuals” (Carter et al., 2014, p. 545). The interview was structured as a 
focused interview (Merton et al., 1990), when a participant was interviewed for a short period of 
time—an hour for this study—and the interview was structured around 10 predetermined 
questions, derived from the research questions, informed by the literature review, and revised 
according to the pilot study. The questions were designed to provide participants with the 
structure and latitude with which to respond. Thus, the interview protocol was designed to elicit 
the participants’ perceptions of career barriers and their efforts to overcome them in order to 
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achieve career upward mobility. To maintain consistent practice in interviewing all participants, 
the questioning process followed the interview protocol, as outlined in Appendix A.  
Pilot testing enabled the researcher to ensure that the “information being gathered is 
germane to the concepts being studied when the concept is multi-dimensional, lengthy and 
complex” (Bailey, 1978, p. 70). Prior to finalizing the interview protocol, the researcher piloted 
with two Asian American women who were both executives in private corporations to explore 
the clarity of the language and the purpose of the questions. The pilot experience provided the 
researcher with an opportunity to refine questions and practice probing techniques in addition to 
exploring the potential reflexivity that was involved in the questioning process. According to 
Marshall and Rossman (2006), pilot interviews “help one understand oneself better as a 
researcher” (p. 57).  
Eighteen participants, who fulfilled the purposeful sampling criteria and consented to the 
research study, were invited to participate in the individual interviews. The questioning process 
followed the interview protocol, as outlined in Appendix A. Additionally, four subject matter 
experts, responsible for diversity and inclusion practices at their companies, were recruited for 
the semi-structured interviews. The questioning process followed the interview protocol, as 
described in Appendix B. The information from their accounts offered complementary 
perspectives on the phenomenon and illuminated organizational assumptions and practices on 
executive development for Asian American women.  
According to the COVID-19 research safety protocol of Teachers College, Columbia 
University, all correspondence with the study candidates and participants was conducted through 
LinkedIn messages, e-mails, and phone calls. The individual interviews were conducted online 
through the student Zoom account, provided by Teachers College, Columbia University, between 
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August and December 2020. All interviews were recorded based on the participants’ preferences 
on the signed consent forms: audio only or audio with video images. Only audio files were used 
for third-party transcription services to maintain all participants’ confidentialities.   
Focus Group 
The non-directive group interviewing technique was first introduced by the classic work 
of Robert K. Merton, Marjorie Fiske, and Patricia L. Kendall (1956) in The Focused Interview, 
and has been popularized by market researchers since World War II (Krueger & Casey, 2015). 
Academics have rediscovered the benefits of focus group in the 1980s when social scientists 
tried to understand human behaviors in their natural forms and to find ways to collect data 
beyond empirical experimental design (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Focus groups offer an 
opportunity for a group of people with shared experiences to reflect on each other’s words, to 
pick up the loose threads of their ideas, or to challenge each other’s opinions on focused 
discussions (Lune & Berg, 2018). Interactive elements allow the researcher to explore difficult 
subject matter more deeply (Lune & Berg, 2018) and capture insights into people’s behaviors on 
the topics (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Additionally, group interviews facilitate the “indefinite 
triangulation” process (Fontana & Frey, 2008) that can provide alternative interpretations to the 
research findings by putting individuals in a larger context (Vaughn et al., 1996).  
All research candidates, who were purposefully selected based on the previously 
described participant criteria, were given the option to choose between a 60-minute individual 
interview and a 90-minute focus group, except for the four diversity and inclusion practitioners. 
Four participants committed to the focus group. Prior to the focus group, all participants signed 
an additional consent form (Appendix J), emphasizing the importance of confidentiality of all 
focus group members.  
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Unlike market research focus groups, the focus group conducted for academic study 
embraces more transparency on presenting the research planning, the research process, and the 
results report (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Therefore, at the beginning of the focus group, the 
researcher provided an overview of the research purpose, described her role as an observer and a 
moderator, and established the ground rules highlighting the importance of confidentiality on the 
shared content at the beginning of the focus group. Additionally, the researcher informed 
participants of the three main topics of discussion: the career barriers they had experienced as 
Asian American women, how they learned to overcome the barriers, and additional activities 
they had engaged in to advance their career. The questioning process followed the interview 
protocol, as outlined in Appendix C. Throughout the focus group, the researcher moderated the 
flow of discussion transitioning from one topic to the next and ensured equal distribution of 
opinions from each focus group participant.  
The focus group was held through the Zoom student account, licensed through Teachers 
College, Columbia University, and the discussion process was recorded with video images and 
audio with the participants’ consent. The participants were given the opportunity to change their 
displayed or preferred names at the onset of the focus group to maintain their confidentiality. 
During the group discussion, the researcher took notes of observations such as participants’ 
voices, languages, eye contacts, and the group dynamics among the focus group members; she 
then incorporated these data to facilitate the focus group discussion. Lastly, only the audio 
recordings were used for the third-party transcription services.  
Data Analysis and Synthesis 
Following the pragmatic approach to methodological design, the researcher analyzed and 
synthesized the case study evidence based on Yin’s (2009) theoretical proposition strategy, which 
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emphasized the theoretical orientation and conceptual map as guiding the data analysis, 
synthesis, and interpretation. As such, attention focused on certain data and ignored others to 
defend the theoretical grounding or to organize and define alternatives to be examined (Yin, 
2009). In other words, the data analysis and synthesis process aimed to register and transcend 
subjective and phenomenological meaning making to test assertions and build theories to account 
for a real-world issue, which provided a causal description of the most likely forces at play for an 
individual or a social process (Miles et al., 2020).  
The data analysis process “involves an ongoing dialogue with and between data and 
ideas” (Coffey, 2018, p. 25) and is a nonlinear and ongoing process that is interactive and 
requires a balance between efficiency and flexibility (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Merriam 
(1988) encouraged researchers to do data collection and analysis simultaneously in order to 
avoid risk of repetitious and unfocused data. Therefore, data analysis commenced during the data 
collection process to help with purposeful sampling, interview preparation, and focus group 
organization; it also added the development of ideas about codes, themes, and relationships 
among them (Maxwell, 2013).  
The raw data collected from the Demographic Inventory Survey and the BSES were 
analyzed and reported as descriptive data. Each individual’s interview and focus group were 
transcribed, and the researcher read through the transcripts to ensure data accuracy and identify 
preliminary words and phrases relevant to the research questions. Ultimately, the data from the 
survey and scale were imported into the NVivo software, along with the transcripts of individual 
interviews and the focus group, to explore codes, themes, and patterns. The codes were further 
investigated to develop thematic patterns grounded in both the participants’ narratives and the 
relevant literature. To explore alternate understandings and confirm identified patterns, two 
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additional researchers were invited to code a transcript for the inter-rater reliability, which will be 
further described in the section to address the study’s trustworthiness issues. The process ensured 
shared meaning and avoided restricted interpretation of the interview data.  
Additionally, three rounds of data review were conducted. To avoid confirmation bias, the 
first round included a sweep of recurring themes that deviated from the research questions and, 
consequently, the researcher developed coding schemes that can “initially summarize segments 
of data” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 79). The second round involved a purposeful exploration of 
grouping the summaries into categorical, conceptual, or theoretical organization (Saldaña, 2015). 
Lastly, the final round involved developing summative findings and conclusions to examine the 
theoretical propositions and conceptual framework before formalizing the study’s interpretations 
and suggestions (Miles et al., 2020). The coding schemes and descriptions were reviewed and 
revised in each round of data review. The final coding schemes, descriptions, and examples are 
summarized and outlined in Appendix L.  
As Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) argued, the“ coding process fragments the interview into 
separate categories, forcing one to look at each detail, whereas the synthesis involves piecing 
these fragments together to reconstruct a holistic and integrated explanation” (p. 85). In sum, 
each methodology was analyzed separately, and then a cross-method analysis took place when  
all varying methods were completed to create complementary comprehension to formulate 
conclusions and describe implications for future research.  
Literature on Methods 
To achieve the rigor of an exploratory case study, several methods, including assessment, 
semi-structured interviews, and focus groups, were applied to achieve triangulation and 
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validation of the data. However, each method presents both methodological advantages and 
disadvantages, which are explored in the following section. 
Assessment 
Quantitative data from the assessment in this study were used to “help cover the behavior 
or events that the case study is trying to explain” (Yin, 2009, p. 133) and were critical in 
explaining and testing the case study’s key propositions (Yin, 2009). The assessment used for 
this study, the BSES, investigated diverse factors involved in an individual’s bicultural 
competence (David et al., 2009) and established the proposition that perceived bicultural self-
efficacy has positive impacts on Asian Americans’ mental health and psychological well-being 
(Carrera & Wei, 2014; David et al., 2009; Wei et al., 2010). As such, the assessment 
supplemented the qualitative data from the interviews to explore an understanding of how 
individuals’ learning behaviors and activities interacted with their bicultural self-efficacy 
development, which, in turn, indicated how they learned to overcome career barriers.  
Although the BSES has been tested to mitigate social desirability (David et al., 2009), 
with internal consistency and validity measuring bicultural individuals’ perceived ability to 
navigate and negotiate between two cultural systems (Brewster et al., 2013; Carrera & Wei, 
2014; Wei et al. 2010), it had limitations to apply to people who identify with more than one 
heritage culture (David et al., 2009). Additionally, most studies relied on college students as the 
primary sample (e.g., Carrera & Wei, 2014; David et al., 2009; Wei et al., 2010); therefore, the 
score from the assessment might not fully apply to working professionals in the organizational 
context. Lastly, the quantitative data developed from the positivist model often overlooked the 
complexity of context and assumed that the relationships among factors in one’s social life are 
stable and constant (Creswell, 2007). With the described disadvantages of the assessment, the 
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approach to the data analysis was not to draw direct conclusions from the assessment results to 
answer research questions; rather, the data were leveraged to enhance the organization of 
emerging themes and patterns, to discover potential alternatives from the interview and focus 
group data, and to enrich the discussions on participants’ career experiences. 
Semi-Structured Interviews 
 
Collecting data through in-depth interviews yields a quantity of data on the participants’ 
point of view, meaning their experiences and their lived world (Kvale, 1996), and it allows the 
researcher to offer immediate follow-up and clarification (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
Furthermore, well-informed respondents can provide important insights and shortcuts to the 
history of a situation or an event and can “initiate access to corroboratory or contrary sources of 
evidence” (Yin, 2009, p. 107). As such, the semi-structured interview has been a fundamental 
methodology for qualitative research (Kvale, 1996; Seidman, 1998), and the quality of 
information derived from the interviews is crucial to the success of a case study (Merriam, 1988; 
Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009).  
Despite the importance of the interview as a critical tool in a case study, there are 
limitations in the process of applying the methodology. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) argued that 
the asymmetrical power dynamics between the researcher and the interviewee, where the 
researcher initiates and defines the topic, designs the questions, and cultivates both the probes 
and follow-up questions, make semi-structured interviews inherently problematic. Therefore, in 
order to render a balanced power relationship during the semi-structural interview, the researcher 
made necessary efforts to apply listening and questioning skills that increased the comfort and 





The focus group was the final methodology applied to triangulate the data collected from 
the assessment and semi-structured interviews in this study. The focus group interview is not 
designed to collect data from multiple individuals simultaneously; rather, it “explicitly uses 
group interactions as part of the data collection method” (Lune & Berg, 2018, p. 94). Krueger 
and Casey (2015) described that the focus group provides a more natural environment than that 
of an individual interview because, as in real life, participants are influencing and being 
influenced by others. Because the focus group is comprised of members with shared experiences, 
under the best circumstances, it will provide the avenues to empower and support individuals to 
share a variety of deep structural elements such as how people behave, think, and understand 
things (Lune & Berg, 2018). 
Focus groups can be used alone or as a data collection strategy in combination with other 
research tools for academic-oriented study (Krueger & Casey, 2015). It does have specific 
ingredients that differ from a casual conversation or a group discussion, namely: (a) a clearly 
defined objective and/or research problem; (b) predefined characteristics of group participants, 
(c) good organization and preparation by the researchers on the discussion topics and discussion 
flow prior to the group; (d) specific facilitation techniques but restrained contribution from the 
researcher during the focus group discussion; and (e) systematic content analysis after the focus 
group that aids analysis of qualitative research questions (Krueger & Casey, 2015; Morgan, 
1997). To fulfill the purpose of this case study, the researcher used the focus group one of its 
methodologies to provide evidence for the research questions.  
The focus group was structured virtually, leveraging teleconferencing technology, and 
was conducted synchronously—all participants took part live at the same time (Lune & Berg, 
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2018). The focus group had a starting and ending time and the participants of the focus group 
responded to each other’s comments through verbal conversations or written texts with the chat 
function. Holly Edmunds (2000), a leading marketing researcher, attested that online focus 
groups can reach a broader geographic scope, provide access to hard-to-reach professionals, and 
allow for a convenient and low-cost way of participating.  
Like most methodologies, the focus group has inherent power dynamics that can be a 
disadvantage (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Power dynamics might emerge among members in 
the group in which dominant participants may inadvertently silence the others or participants 
might engage in heated arguments. As such, problematic group dynamics may raise questions 
about the validity of the data from the focus group (Lune & Berg, 2018). In addition to the 
described pitfalls, group think can also challenge the integrity of the data in that participants 
might go along with the perceived emerging consensus instead of expressing their own thoughts 
(Krueger & Casey, 2015).   
To avoid missteps in focus group research, the researcher was clear about the topics 
throughout the focus group and managed the transition of discussions without asserting self-
opinions during the discussion (Lune & Berg, 2018). The researcher also created the group norm 
to ensure that all participants had equal opportunities to share their thoughts and prevent certain 
members from dominating the conversation (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Furthermore, the 
researcher applied moderator techniques to listen and ask probing questions that elicited deeper 
reflection among the participants, which, in turn, generated more comprehensive and meaningful 






Concerns about research ethics revolve around issues of harm, consent, privacy, and 
confidentiality (Punch, 1994) as well as honesty, integrity, and responsible reporting of the data 
(Lune & Berg, 2018). As such, the researcher took ethical consideration into account throughout 
the study and followed the ethical tenets and ethical practices of research design, participant 
recruitment, participant interactions, data collection, data analysis, and data security. It was the 
researcher’s responsibility to prevent harm to the participants, to ensure confidentiality of the 
participants’ identities, and to safeguard the security of their data (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; 
Merriam, 1988; Punch, 1994), including what were being recorded and stored in cyberspace by 
leveraging teleconferencing (Zoom), survey tool (Qualtrics), and data analysis (NVivo) 
technologies (Lune & Berg, 2018). Furthermore, the researcher was cognizant of the perceived 
imbalance of power between researcher and participant and was sensitive to any concerns about 
personal and emotional boundaries while conducting the interviews and focus group discussion 
(Lune & Berg, 2018). Lastly, in reporting collected data and data analysis, the researcher applied 
rigorous steps to validate the findings and made careful conclusions and suggestions drawn from 
the evidence (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  
The researcher was transparent with the participants and disclosed the following 
information prior to their participation in any of the described research methods: 
1. The identification of the research problem and the purpose of data collection, 
including but not limited to data collection methods and tools as well as issues of 
research trustworthiness.  
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2. Participants’ rights to discontinue participating at any point in any data collection 
methods and the data analysis and synthesis process without experiencing any 
negative effects.  
3. Participants’ rights to their identity confidentiality by assigning alpha-numeric codes 
in data collection and pseudonyms for reporting processes. 
4. Information on data security used to protect the participants and data, including but 
not limited to the use of assigned pseudonyms, password-protected files, destruction 
of data after downloading from cyberspace, and deleting participants’ personal 
information 2 years post-publication of the dissertation.  
5. Transparent information on potential negative effects, if applicable, and incentives for 
participating in the research. 
6. Discussion around concerns about time commitments, scheduling, and access rights 
to the research study when it is completed and published.  
7. The study committee and reference number approved by the Teachers College IRB 
upon inquiries.  
Issues of Trustworthiness in Study Design 
Although the study incorporated the descriptive data of surveys to synthesize the final 
interpretation, the focus of the research primarily relied on qualitative research methods. 
Therefore, the traditional concepts of validation and reliability derived from the empirical 
research could not be fully used to confirm the trustworthiness of the qualitative study. As such, 
in seeking to establish the trustworthiness of this case study, Guba and Lincoln (1994) provided a 
framework to assess qualitative research in terms of credibility, dependability, transferability, and 




Credibility has been used interchangeably with the term validity, which is to “seek a 
confluence of evidence that breeds credibility, that allows us to feel confident about our 
observations, interpretations, and conclusions” (Eisner, 1991, p. 110). An exploratory case study 
is known for its vulnerability in credibility because past studies have relied on a single source of 
data evidence or a researcher’s subjective interpretation (Lune & Berg, 2018). As such, 
triangulation has been recognized as an effective strategy to address researcher biases and 
corroborate findings while rigorously addressing contradictory evidence (Merriam, 1988; Stake, 
1995; Yin, 2009).  
Stake (1995) described four strategies of triangulation of a case study: data source 
triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation. 
To maximize the credibility of the findings, this study applied these strategies in the data 
collection and analysis process. In Chapter II, the researcher applied the theory of triangulation 
(Stake, 1995) by developing a conceptual framework drawing from intersectionality and adult 
learning theories instead of relying on one theory to describe a complex contemporary issue. As 
for the data source and methodological triangulation (Stake, 1995), the researcher collected 
quantitative data from the Demographic Inventory Survey and the BSES as well as qualitative 
data from semi-structured interview and the focus group discussion to provide diverse accounts 
of participants coming from different sectors at leading Fortune 500 companies. Subsequently, 
the study applied a descriptive data analysis method for the survey and the BSES, and a 
qualitative data analysis method for interview and focus group transcripts. Lastly, two additional 
researchers were invited to code an interview transcript for the inter-rater reliability (Stake, 
1995). In sum, by extensively examining theories and collecting evidence with diverse methods, 
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findings were substantiated across data sets, thus reducing the potential impact of bias and giving 
more confidence to the findings and interpretation of the study.  
In addition to triangulation, Angen (2000) introduced two additional criteria, ethical 
validation and substantive validation, to judge the quality of qualitative research. She suggested 
that a research agenda should examine the underlying moral assumptions, political and ethical 
implications, and treatment of diverse voices to usher in new possibilities, stimulate new 
dialogue, and provide non-dogmatic answers. In this study, the researcher developed the research 
questions and methodology with the intent to give Asian American women voice to their career 
experiences and to understand how and what they learned to achieve career mobility. It was 
believed that this study provided a unique perspective to address workplace equality issues and 
added to the discussion of diversity initiatives and the workplace retention of Asian American 
women in leadership roles. Furthermore, Angen believed that researchers need to examine their 
own understanding of the topic and document the self-reflection process to prevent researcher 
bias. As such, an initial description of the researcher’s assumptions was described in Chapter I 
and was revisited to determine the extent to which they held true at the conclusion of the 
dissertation.  
Dependability 
Because it is difficult for qualitative research to be replicated in another study, 
dependability for qualitative research focuses primarily on whether the findings are consistent 
and dependable through the data collection, analysis, and synthesis (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The 
potential threat to the dependability criteria is the researcher’s subjectivity when qualitative 
research is inherently interpretive. Therefore, the goal is to ensure that the researcher does not 
disregard the inconsistencies of the collected data, but rather recognizes and uses them to expand 
 
80 
the understanding of the research questions. Thus, it becomes incumbent on the researcher to 
document the research procedures and to demonstrate the consistent application of coding 
schemes and categories.  
To diversify the evidence of the case study, the BSES was identified as one of the 
methods to collect data. Although limited empirical studies have utilized this scale, the internal 
consistency of the BSES, as measured by Cronbach’s alphas, ranged from 0.86 to 0.94 (Brewster 
et al., 2013; Carrera & Wei, 2014; David et al., 2009; Wei et al., 2010), which is considered high 
when it comes to measuring the reliability of a psychometric assessment. Since the goal of this 
study was not to rely on statistical correlations to examine the relationships among learning 
behaviors, career activities, and bicultural efficacy, the researcher conducted an audit trail by 
leveraging thorough explanations on how the data were collected and analyzed and making all 
collected data available for other researchers to review and examine later on (Guba & Lincoln, 
1994). Furthermore, two additional peer researchers were recruited to conduct an additional 
review and coding of a semi-structured interview transcript to establish the inter-rater reliability 
of the study.  
During the inter-rater coding validation, several suggestions surfaced and were 
incorporated into the data analysis and findings descriptions. The first suggestion was to rename 
the code to gender norms, instead of racial sexism, and to describe how participants wanted to 
fulfill their external and intrinsic expectations as a mother or daughter because these experiences 
could not be solely related to racial issues or they did not always result in discriminatory actions 
against participants. The second suggestion was to define the difference between risk-taking 
career action and self-efficacy. Hence, risk-taking career action was defined strictly as taking 
untraditional career paths such as working for start-ups or becoming an independent consultant. 
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By contrast, the description of self-efficacy remained close to the construct definition grounded 
in social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). Lastly, it was suggested to group learning activities 
as children codes under self-directed learning to reflect the nature of the learning activities as 
they were initiated by the participants in response to specific social and organizational demands. 
More importantly, the reclassifications also enhanced the clarity of finding the descriptions. The 
coding scheme and definitions can be found in Appendix L and the findings are detailed in 
Chapter IV.    
Transferability 
 
Yin (2009) addressed the common concern of the case study in lacking a basis for the 
scientific generalization that “case studies, like experiments, are generalizable to theoretical 
propositions and not to population or universe” (p. 15). As such, the goal of a case study is to 
expand and generalize on the theories instead of enumerating statistical implications (Yin, 2009). 
From a qualitative research perspective, transferability is about the extent to which research 
findings may be applied meaningfully in other settings or in future studies or practice (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1994). Thus, in order to prevent threats to the transferability of a case study, the 
researcher purposefully sampled participants who had experienced the phenomenon to provide 
accounts of their perceptions and actions (Lietz & Zayas, 2010). The study provided rich and 
thick descriptions of the participants’ demographic and contextual data to allow readers and 
future researchers to consider the applicability of themes, patterns, and theoretical implications to 
similar or differing situations (Maxwell, 2013). Nevertheless, the responsibility lies with future 
researchers and readers to explore further implications of transferability when reflecting on the 
diverse evidence of the case study and their own experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; 




Confirmability is the assumption that “the findings are the result of the research, rather 
than an outcome of the biases and subjectivity of the researcher” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008,  
p. 87). Therefore, the ability to achieve confirmability is contingent on the researcher’s ability  
to demonstrate objectivity by illustrating the decision trail back to the data’s origin while 
recognizing and managing reflexivity (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 
Therefore, in the study, previously described techniques that can enhance credibility and 
dependability including triangulation, inter-rater code checking, mixed methodology, and an 
audit trail, as well as the researcher’s transparent and thorough descriptions of each phase of the 
research process, were leveraged to enable the study to be subject to academic inquiries and 
external audit.  
Study Limitations 
Internal and external factors impacted the limitations of this research study. For internal 
limitations, factors such as researcher reflexivity, participant reactivity, and reliance on 
retrospective recall, as well as external constraints due to lack of time and personal resources 
especially during the COVID pandemic, may have impacted the trustworthiness of the study. The 
implications of each factor and actions to be taken to address them are described in the following 
section. 
Researcher Reflexivity 
Maxwell (2013) believed that the researcher’s personal values, motivations, goals, and 
identities impact how the researcher develops research questions, methodology, and 
interpretation because the role of the researcher never comes in an isolated way. Therefore, it is 
crucial for the researcher to articulate potential biases derived from identity, prior experiences, 
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and theoretical propositions and to illustrate steps to address reflexivity—the act of 
acknowledging the researcher as an integral part of what is being researched (Banister, 2011).  
On the other hand, reflexivity also adds trustworthiness to qualitative research because “we 
arrive at the closest we can get to an objective account of the phenomenon in question through an 
exploration of the ways in which the subjectivity of the researcher has structured the way it is 
defined in the first place” (Banister et al., 1994, p. 13).   
Since the researcher also identified as an Asian American woman working at a Fortune 
500 company while conducting the study, she identified assumptions rooted in her background 
and work experiences in Chapter I and continuously monitored her reactions through research 
notes and memos (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2013) during the data analysis and synthesis 
process. In Chapter III, the researcher also declared how she adopted the pragmatist perspective 
in approaching the exploratory case study design, with the ultimate goal of finding the answers to 
this study’s research questions (Creswell, 2007). Moreover, the inter-rater coding comparisons 
from peer researchers helped mitigate the researcher’s biases. Lastly, frequent consultations with 
the study advisors prevented the findings from being heavily influenced and interpreted based on 
the researcher’s subjectivity.   
Participant Reactivity 
Participant reactivity refers to the impact that the research procedures have on the 
participants that might influence the integrity of the collected data and, consequently, the 
findings (Lietz & Zayas, 2010). Participants might provide answers to fulfill the researcher’s 
desires or to maintain the company’s reputation during interviews or to be congruent with others’ 
responses during the focus group. To prevent and manage this reactivity, in addition to being 
transparent with the research purpose as well as participants’ rights and confidentiality, the 
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researcher offered phone calls to answer additional questions from the participants, corresponded 
with company representatives to ensure nondisclosure compliance, and signed an additional 
Confidentiality and Nondisclosure Agreement (Appendix K) upon participants’ requests. At the 
onset of each individual interview or focus group, the researcher reiterated the participants’ rights 
to build rapport and set the norm to enable deeper reflections and sharing from the participants. 
When there were confusions in the participants’ narratives, the researcher asked probing 
questions to “clarify and extend meanings and offer interpretations of statements for participants 
to confirm or correct” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 167). With such efforts, the researcher 
attempted to direct attention to the individual or shared career experiences while recognizing the 
power dynamics between the researcher and the participants without overly inserting and 
imposing the researcher’s agenda and interview protocol. 
Reliance on Retrospective Recall 
For this study, the semi-structured interviews and focus group relied on the participants’ 
ability to recall specific examples of career experiences. The BSES also solicited participants’ 
self-reports on their perceived abilities to function in two cultural contexts. As such, the 
researcher recognized that the quality of data was contingent upon a participant’s cognitive 
capability to recall, articulate, and make meaning of past memories, as well as select a numeric 
number to represent perceptions and experiences. Although the case study heavily depended on 
the participants’ voluntary reports, leveraging various methods could mitigate the limitation of 
retrospective recall because the data from multiple sources were used to corroborate the 
interpretations and expand the findings (Yin, 2009). Moreover, prior to the interviews and the 
focus group, the participants were given the participant recruitment statement and the respective 
interview protocol, which prompted them to organize their memories, thoughts, and disclosures 
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about their careers. Lastly, responding to the surveys also directed the participants’ attention on 
certain aspects of their experiences to prepare for the recall and sharing. 
External Constraints 
Because of the lack of time and personal resources, all evidence collected was self-report 
in nature, which inevitably neglected more objective measures from direct observation-based 
data collection methods. Therefore, for this reason, the researcher leveraged triangulation to 
provide a diverse source of data to investigate the research questions. Lastly, due to the small 
sample size which was bounded and situated, and the potential selection bias that relied on 
participants’ self-identified interests in the study, findings were restricted from being generalized. 
However, the case study can contribute to an in-depth understanding of Asian American 
women’s career experiences in contemporary society and the theoretical proposition of how they 
learned to achieve career upward mobility in large corporations.  
In sum, the researcher took steps to address internal and external factors that impacted the 
limitations of this research study through the blended triangulation methodologies, described in 
this chapter, and the use of thick data and context descriptions, as highlighted next in Chapter IV 
and V.  
Summary 
This chapter presented an overview of the methodology followed by the researcher who 
conducted an exploratory case study with 26 Asian American women on how they learned and 
unlearned to achieve career upward mobility. Leveraging the pragmatist approach, the researcher 
used four methodologies to triangulate the data, which reinforced the design’s trustworthiness. 
These approaches included the Demographic Inventory Survey, the BSES, semi-structured 
interviews, and a focus group discussion. The research sample was comprised of 22 purposefully 
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selected Asian American women who worked in the financial and technology industries at 
Fortune 500 companies, and four diversity and inclusion practitioners who supported Asian 
American women’s career upward mobility. Collected data were referenced against the 
conceptual framework to establish thematic patterns across the study.  
In addition to the description of diverse data collection methods, a thorough process of 
data analysis and synthesis was presented to help identify key themes and patterns from the 
findings. The study’s credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability were tested 
through triangulation, peer examination, and clarification of researcher biases. In sum, the 
research was designed to contribute to an in-depth understanding of how Asian American women 
overcome career barriers to achieve executive roles in large corporate organizations and to 
establish the theoretical grounding of intersectionality and adult learning theories to support 








The purpose of this research was to explore with 26 Asian American women how they 
learned and what additional activities they engaged in to overcome career barriers at large 
corporations. It is hoped that the findings discussed in this chapter will support recommendations 
on how to help Asian American women achieve executive roles at Fortune 500 companies.  
The chapter begins with a demographic description of the 26 study participants, including 
four diversity and inclusion practitioners, and the findings of the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale 
as well as 22 individual interviews and one focus group. The interviews and focus group were 
structured around these three research questions:  
1. How do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their 
careers?  
2. How do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face? 
3. What other activities do they engage in to advance their career?  
Each of the major findings of the study is presented and discussed with participants’ 
quotes from the interviews and focus group. The major findings of this study were:  
1. Participants experienced perceptual (73%), organizational (95%), and personal 
barriers (100%) in advancing their careers, with nuances in how they experienced 
them based on career stages, industries, and the immigration process.  
2. Through critical reflection (86%), a majority of participants unlearned certain Asian 
cultural values or gender norms (77%) and mastered the experiences (100%) and 
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career mobility actions (100%) that helped them overcome barriers. They also 
exercised self-efficacy (91%) and received external validation (82%) to reinforce 
their learnings that contributed to career advancements.  
3. All participants (100%) enlisted efforts from professional and personal networks to 
advance their careers, while a majority (82%) found organizational activities helpful 
in their leadership development and career progression.   
Participants’ Demographic Findings 
Among the 26 participants, including four diversity and inclusion practitioners, 7 out of 
12 participants in the financial industry were executives and 5 were at the senior manager level. 
All 13 participants in the technology industry were executives. The last participant, who was a 
diversity and inclusion executive, worked for the consumer product industry.  
Financial Industry Participants’ Demographic Information 
Among the 7 financial executives, 71% were more than 46 years old, 86% were non-
American-born immigrants, 71% had earned postgraduate degrees, 100% were currently 
married, and 71% had one or two children. Moreover, 86% of executives had 21-30 years of 
professional experience and 43% had direct reports above 11 people. In the intersection of age 
and immigration status, 100% financial executives who were citizens by birth were under 45 
years of age; by contrast, 83% who were non-American-born immigrants were above the age of 
46. As for ethnicity, 5 identified as Chinese/Taiwanese, 1 identified as Indian, and 1 identified as 
South Korean. Of the 5 senior managers who were on the cusp of becoming executives in the 
financial industry, 60% were in the age group of between 31-40 years, 60% were non-American-
born immigrants, 80% had earned postgraduate degrees, 80% were currently married, and 60% 
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had two children. As for ethnicity, 1 identified as Chinese/Taiwanese, 1 identified as Chinese 
Indonesian, 1 identified as Chinese Vietnamese, and 1 identified as South Korean.  
Technology Industry Participants’ Demographic Information 
Of the 13 technology executives, 77% were more than 46 years of age, 62% were non-
American-born immigrants, 54% had earned postgraduate degrees, 77% were currently married, 
and 77% had one or two children. Moreover, 73% executives had 21-30 years of professional 
experiences, and 55% had direct reports above 11 people. In the intersection of age and 
immigration status, 60% of technology executives who were citizens by birth were under the age 
of 45, while 100% who were non-American-born immigrants were above 46 years old. As for 
ethnicity, 5 technology executives identified as Chinese/Taiwanese, 4 identified as Indian,  
2 identified as South Korean, and 1 identified as Filipina Additionally, 1 identified as biracial, 
with a South Korean and German background. 
Participants’ Demographic Information by Ethnicity and Immigration Status 
In the intersection of ethnicity and immigration status, Chinese/Taiwanese were the 
largest group (N = 12). Seventy percent of the executives and 50% of the mid-managers were 
non-American-born immigrants, and 42% worked for the technology industry. For the 6 
participants who identified as South Korean, including one biracial participant (South Korean 
and German), 83% were executives, 67% were non-American-born immigrants, and 67% 
worked in the technology industry. Lastly, all 5 participants who identified as Indian were 
executives and non-American-born immigrants, and 80% worked in the technology industry. 
Unlike some participants in other ethnicities who immigrated with their parents when they were 




Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale Findings 
Except for the four diversity and inclusion practitioners, 22 participants completed the 
Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale. In addition to an overall score, the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale 
also has six subscales: Social Groundedness, Communication, Positive Attitudes, Knowledge, 
Role Repertoire, and Bicultural Beliefs (David et al., 2009). Participants rated each item on a 9-
point partially anchored Likert scale between 1 (strongly disagree) and 9 (strongly agree). The 
higher scores indicated a higher level of perceived bicultural competence. Compared to 
participants in technology, Asian American women in the financial industry had higher average 
scores on the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale and all six subscales, as illustrated in Table 4.1.  
Table 4.1 
 






(N = 11) 
Technology  
(N = 11) 
 
M SD M SD 
Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale 195.82 21.13 179.21 27.74 
Social Groundedness 7.61 0.75 6.49 1.77 
Communication 6.79 1.54 6.42 1.89 
Positive Attitude 7.67 1.06 7.42 1.04 
Knowledge 7.27 1.47 7.06 0.7 
Role Repertoire 8.07 0.64 7.55 1.21 
Bicultural Beliefs 7.85 1.29 6.88 2.02 
 
Regardless of industries, participants who were non-American-born immigrants scored 
higher on the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale and four subscales: Social Groundedness, 
Communication Ability, Positive Attitudes, and Bicultural Beliefs, but scored lower on two 
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subscales, Knowledge and Role Repertoire, than participants who were citizens by birth. This 
pattern is presented in Table 4.2. Furthermore, regardless of industries, participants who 
immigrated as adults, 18 years or older, had higher Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale scores 
(Financial: N = 5, M = 213.20, SD = 13.71; Technology: N = 6, M = 187.11 , SD = 26.16) than 
participants who immigrated when they were minor (Financial: N = 4, M = 185.33, SD = 14.67; 
Technology: N = 184.00, M = 2, SD = 25.46) and born as citizens (Financial: N = 2, M = 173.33, 
SD = 10.37; Technology: N = 3, M = 160.22, SD = 32.59).  
Table 4.2 
 
Means and Standard Deviations of Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale and Six Subscales by  
Industry and Immigration Status 
 Industry 









(N = 9) 
Citizen by 
Birth 





(N = 8) 
 
M SD M SD M SD M SD 
Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale 173.33 10.37 200.82 19.76 160.22 32.59 186.33 24.16 
Social Groundedness     6.81   0.94     7.79   0.63     5.76   2.70     6.76   1.45 
Communication     5.67   0.00     7.04   1.61     4.56   0.77     7.13   1.70 
Positive Attitude     5.83   0.71     8.07   0.57     6.78   0.77     7.67   1.07 
Knowledge     7.67   0.94     7.19   1.60     7.33   0.33     6.96   0.79 
Role Repertoire     8.33   0.94     8.01   0.62     7.81   0.26     7.44   1.43 





Findings for Research Question 1: Participants experienced perceptual (73%), 
organizational (95%), and personal barriers (100%) in advancing their careers, with nuances in 
how they experienced them based on career stages, industries, and the immigration process.  
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Of the 22 participants who were individually interviewed and joined in the focus group, 
73% reported that they experienced barriers associated with perceptions about Asian American 
women; 95% shared organizational barriers that made advancing career challenging; and 100% 
disclosed personal factors that impeded the upward mobility of their career. All four diversity 
and inclusion practitioners confirmed barriers in these three areas. The salient themes in each 
area are summarized in Table 4.3. Since the study was conducted during the COVID pandemic,  
7 participants explicitly described how the pandemic had negatively impacted their career 
planning and progression. There were further nuances in how Asian American women 
experienced these barriers based on their career stages, industries, and the immigration process. 
Further data analysis is described in the following section.  
Table 4.3 
 
Summary of Themes on How Asian American Women Experienced Barriers in Advancing  
Their Careers (N = 22) 
Perceptual barriers: 
● Encountering positive or counter stereotypes (55%) ● Not being leader-like (41%) 
● Being invisible (27%) ● Being sexualized (5%) 
 
Organizational barriers: 
● Lacking of sponsorship (68%) ● Lacking role model (64%) 
● Following rules of career mobility (64%) ● Organizational culture (50%) 
● Getting passed for promotion (41%) ● Being the only one (41%) 
 
Personal barriers:  
● Following Asian cultures/gender norms (82%) ● Lacking social ability (45%) 
● Not feeling sense of belonging (41%) ● Not taking needed actions (36%) 
● Lacking communication ability (27%)  
 
 
Career Barriers at Beginning of Their Careers 
Findings to subquestion 1: At the beginning of their careers, participants in the 




Of the participants in the technology industry, 55% reported barriers related to 
perceptions, including being invisible to colleagues, being not leader-like, encountering biased 
stereotypes against women, and being sexualized as Asian American women. Haley described 
how she was not perceived as the leader in the room when she prepared all the work: 
     I remember that even though I had done all the work in the background, like all the 
due diligence, the reviews, when it came time to ask what would be the recommendation 
or a build-and-buy decision, they would look to my boss. And then I had to speak up and 
say, “Look, I have an opinion.” And everybody was pretty surprised, and they’re like, 
“Okay, what would you think?” 
 
Ellen shared how she was invisible to her team and was excluded from team activities 
outside of work simply because she did not drink alcohol: 
     One of my colleagues was getting married and everybody in the office got an invite 
except for me. Similarly, there was a farewell party and they bluntly told me that, “You 
won’t enjoy. That’s why we didn’t include you.” Why? Because I don’t drink alcohol. 
 
Encouraged to pursue an engineering degree and graduating as part of a 30% woman 
cohort from her home country, Mary was surprised to learn that women were scarce in her 
graduate school in the United States and her pursuit of a career in technology was considered 
abnormal:    
     Here, it was considered weird what I was doing. What I thought I was in a very natural 
fit for, but the fact that people thought it was very weird of me to pursue what I was 
pursuing in terms of my career…. What comes so naturally to me, why do people feel 
like it is something weird, it’s something odd, something unnatural? That was, I would 
say, by far one of the biggest challenges I had. 
 
Only 1 out of 26 participants, Ivy, disclosed being sexualized in two different companies 
earlier in her career. She reported being sexually harassed by a White male senior leader at her 
first company and described how she learned to take precautions when male leaders extended 




     There were rumors of the individual who had, as you call it, yellow fever or a fetish 
for something like that. This happened in my early twenties where I did have to report 
them to our human resources department about how it felt that way. That always makes 
you feel like you’re not being taken seriously, except as some form of conquest or less 
about my brain, more about my body and my looks, and whatever else. This was the early 
Nineties; Asian women were a real novelty. We were the fad. Unfortunately, I got pulled 
into that. These were Caucasian senior men. I think that it was unsettling and bothersome 
at the time, and so I had to really look over my shoulder to make sure that the intentions 
were pure, that someone really wanted to help me as opposed to not.  
 
Caught off guard at her second company, Ivy shared how she was questioned about having 
sexual relationships with senior members because she was promoted within a year as a new hire: 
     That’s a huge barrier to have someone question your motive. My motives were being 
questioned until one woman finally, she was courageous enough to say, “Listen. There 
are rumors about you that you basically slept your way to the top. That’s why you got 
promoted.” I’m like, “Trust me. I did not do that.” I think there’s the uphill battle of 
people trying to believe certain things about you as opposed to your abilities, and then 
who knows what other people may think. Maybe other senior leaders think, “Oh, well, if 
she’s done that because I’ve heard that rumor, maybe I can get something and promise 
her something that way.” I’ve never. On record, I’ve never done anything like that to 
progress in my career. 
 
In addition to the barriers related to stereotypical perceptions about Asian American 
women, 73% of participants in technology shared the organizational barriers that impeded their 
early career development when almost half of them were the only Asian American or woman on 
the team and did not have a role model or sponsor to support their career progression. Moreover, 
a third of the participants were bypassed for promotion or critical projects due to non-transparent 
career mobility rules. Nancy described how she was the only woman on her team and how lack 
of sponsorship and non-transparent career mobility rules cost her early career progression: 
     I was the only woman developer, forget about Asian or not. I was the only woman 
developer among fifteen other guys who were also developers at the time. Any bigger 
projects, even before they assigned who’s going to be doing what, all happened outside 
the meeting. And then in the meeting, I always got thrown the bones where no one else 
would like to take it. That was the first five years of my career, it was very much 
demotivating. And I used to feel very frustrated, angry. And then every time I would go 
ask my manager at the time, I was like, “Hey, how come I’m not being the lead in this 
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project. How come I was not getting into this project? I was only getting this.” “Oh, no, 
no, no. This was all we planned.”  
 
Moreover, for participants who immigrated when they were adults, almost all disclosed 
difficulties in either business communication and/or social ability within the U.S. corporate 
context, except one participant who started her career on a team with predominantly Asian 
immigrants and Asian Americans. Una recalled that her manager suggested she take additional 
writing classes from the local community college to improve her business communication. Olga 
disclosed the challenges in connecting with her colleagues at social events because of her lack of 
knowledge about the mainstream culture:   
     Most networking events, when they talked about a movie or a joke or a TV program 
which this country grew up with, I had very little to add. I was mostly a listener and, 
gradually, I really became silent and started hating those events. Because I felt very out 
of place and pretty much lonely, you might say.  
 
Lastly, about half of the participants shared how some of their Asian cultural values or 
gender norms impeded their career-related actions. These personal factors had exacerbated the 
impact of the organizational barriers, which could cause emotional burdens. Olga summarized 
how being the only one with challenges in business communication made her suffer emotionally 
while compromising her career movement:  
     Being an Asian American woman beginning a tech career in the US in the Telecom 
industry back in 1997, I was one of the very few. I would say we were three women in a 
group of two hundred and two of them were Asian American. I always felt the pressure 
of being a minority. And during technical discussions, even if I disagreed with 
something, or even if I wanted to ask questions on something, I did not have the courage, 
because I felt everyone around me knew much more. That’s a classic impostor syndrome. 
And the second, I felt, is my accent is very different. And they will either not understand 
me or not take my questions seriously. I went through a period where I was pretty silent 
although I had opinions, being afraid to speak up mostly because I was probably the only 
woman and I felt intimidated. And on top of that, add the fact my English accent at that 
time, I spoke too fast, and I felt like I wouldn’t be given the respect and the seriousness of 




Working as a pioneer in her field, Gail shared how she had to negotiate with her male 
colleagues for better work shifts because she had additional responsibilities to care for her 
elderly parents with limited English capabilities: 
     Now, everybody had family, and balancing the family and all that, but when I was 
working, I think about in the Seventies, Eighties, I mean, women working already kind of 
rare, and in high tech, it’s even rare, but then I’m also Asian, and I worked with all men, 
and then they’re mostly White, and as I mentioned to you, I did testing, so I sometimes 
worked at nights and weekends, and some weekends I literally told them that I could not 
work. In the beginning, they were okay with it, then weekend after weekend I could not 
work, and they were not happy with it, and they asked me. I said, “No, I had to take care 
of my parents.” Then they said, “But it’s Sunday, every Sunday you have to take care of 
your parents?” Then I realized, “They don’t understand.” So that’s just one situation at a 
time.  
     Then after I explained all this to my colleagues, they said, “Oh, my God, just listening 
to you, we’re tired.” They finally understood, and then we started working on what 
schedule made sense for me. So even just telling people that you had to have a work-life 
balance, it’s not as simple as work-life balance. There’s a whole bunch of responsibilities 
that you had to take on.  
 
One salient difference between the early career barriers of participants in the financial 
industry and those in the technology industry was that they were not the only one Asian 
American or woman on the team; rather, they suffered what Zoe, the diversity and inclusion 
executive, described as  
lack of individuality, meaning that there’s a measurable number of Asian American 
women usually oftentimes coming from similar educational backgrounds, degrees, and so 
forth, and Asian American women are victims to people just not even taking the effort to 
get to really know them as individuals, but seeing them as this generic cohort of very 
smart people.  
 
This “makes it harder to be getting the right career guidance and advice to help individuals 
advance and figure out what you need to distinguish yourself in a corporate setting,” as stated by 
Yan, the diversity and inclusion senior manager. 
Beyond the barriers related to perception, 73% of the participants in the financial industry 
reported organizational barriers that were challenging but did not impede their career 
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development in three areas: lack of role models (45%), non-transparent career mobility rules 
(45%), and lack of understanding of organization culture (45%). Daisy described how she 
wished to have a role model to guide her career change, from a small start-up where her 
individuality was celebrated to a large banking organization where she had to navigate more 
complex organizational cultures and rules: 
     I just wished that I had people that could guide me through that transition period  
but everybody who I looked around didn’t look like me and wasn’t of my cultural 
background. I did, later on, get mentors along the way, but none of them have ever been, 
except for one person, an Asian woman. Most of my guidance and mentorship have been 
from people who look different from me, which has been helpful in some ways, but also 
challenging in others, because I don’t feel like they fully understood where I was coming 
from. 
 
Quinn reported how she realized that doing a good job was insufficient to climb the 
corporate ladder as her hard work did not render a promotion: 
     I was told in order to make the next promotion that I needed to be more aggressive. 
“You’re doing a good job but you’re not aggressive enough.” I asked for a role model, 
“How aggressive do you mean?” My manager pointed to a woman who is probably like 
the archetype of aggressiveness. I said, “Oh, I don’t know if I can go as far as her. But, I 
see what you’re looking for.” 
 
The organizational culture could also go against personal values. Ellen eventually 
decided to leave the hedge fund, stating her reason: “Because this world creates a certain 
archetype and a certain personality. One of the reasons why I quit that job is I didn’t want to be 
that archetype of a female.” Kelly had experienced working for several Fortune 500 companies 
and disclosed that some financial firms still held the “all-boys’ club” culture, which was 
impossible for minority women to achieve higher-level roles.   
Lastly, 82% of the participants in the financial industry disclosed personal factors that 
contributed to career barriers that were similar to reported experiences from participants in the 
technology industry. For participants who immigrated in their adulthoods, lack of business 
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communication (36%) and/or cultural understanding (36%) were the salient barriers. Moreover, a 
third of them disclosed that they did not have a sense of belonging in the workplace (36%). 
Rachel gave an example about how her lack of culturally appropriate repertoire impacted her 
performance rating: 
     I remember my second year; I was working on this large client and I thought I did a 
good job and I worked long hours. I was doing a superb job of even getting all these 
clients in my engagement file. I was very proud of myself for the work I did. But in the 
end, the partner didn’t give me an A performance; he gave me a B performance. I was 
crying my heart out. When we had a conversation, by the way, this particular partner 
actually became a mentor of mine later on. And that’s where he gave me the feedback. 
He said, “The reason I gave you B was because you didn’t really have business acumen, 
which was very important as a part of the client service.” He gave me specific examples 
about certain instances like the way I talked, and I just didn’t have the cultural 
background, like when a client talked of somebody’s funeral. I had never been to a 
funeral my whole life, not in my home country, let alone in this country. I didn’t have the 
knowledge, but the point was, there’s a way to respond to a situation like that without 
even having the knowledge, and that’s what he’s trying to get to.  
 
Participants in the financial industry also reportedly experienced Asian cultural values 
that did not help with career progression (45%). Tina recalled that her parents told her, “Hey, 
keep quiet. Do your job, don’t get fired,” when she landed a role at her current company. Her 
manager eventually told her that speaking up was valued as having opinions and her quietness 
would cost her future opportunities in the highly competitive workplace.   
Career Barriers When They Moved Up 
 
Findings to subquestion 1: Participants in both the technology and financial industries 
experienced more barriers related to stereotypical perceptions about their Asian American 
woman identity, in addition to organizational factors against their career advancements. They 
also became more aware of how their career actions stemmed from Asian values or gender 
norms that impeded their career progressions.  
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Seventy-three percent of participants in the technology industry and 55% of participants 
in the financial industry shared how perceptions of Asian American women had impacted their 
career progression. A third of participants in technology reported how they were not being 
perceived as leader-like and, paradoxically, how their atypical Asian American woman behaviors 
backfired at times. Mary disclosed how her manager’s peers refused to support her promotion: 
     I only came to know about it later. He was floating my name as somebody who could 
take over that group. I was told that he got a lot of objections from his peers, suggesting 
that even though I may be very qualified, I may not be the leader. It may be hard for them 
to work with me or to get them to make me more aligned with what they want. 
 
Fay shared how she got punished when she spoke up and how she received rewards when she 
fulfilled perceptions of the stereotypical Asian American woman:  
     This was more mid-career where there was a reorganization of a team and I got 
negative feedback that had no basis because I just joined this team. It felt sort of out of 
the blue with no evidence on a new team. I remembered being outspoken and just did not 
agree with the processes. To compromise, I ran an experiment where I decided to behave 
submissively and, much to my sadness, I ended up getting awards and bonuses when I 
was more submissive. 
 
Gail also recognized the paradoxical barriers about her professional reputation as a technology 
consultant for Wall Street: 
     On Wall Street, later on when I started having a reputation and people knew me well 
enough, the compliment they always gave me was, “Fay, you’re so special, and you’re so 
tough.” That’s another way, even though it’s a compliment, but it’s another way about 
bias. I’m not supposed to be tough, and I’m not supposed to be that good. That’s what 
they learned. To them, I’m very special because I’m so good, and I’m tough. 
 
About a third of the participants in the financial industry also echoed the challenges of 
managing stereotypical perceptions about Asian American women. Quinn reflected on her efforts 
to become a leader: 
     I think that some sort of the challenges that stand out in my mind, if I were to 
categorize them, one of them is this, which is: how can I essentially go against my 
stereotype and act more like a leaderly leader based on the model of leadership in this 
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culture and in the environment, corporate environment that I’m in, and yet not alienate 
people and build followership? That’s one challenge, like a perennial challenge. 
 
Vicky shared the benefits of positive stereotypes about Asian American women and the 
barriers in which Asian American women were not perceived as a professional fit:  
     It’s interesting because being Asian female gives you certain benefits. Because I do 
have the positive stereotype of, oh, she must be decently good and hard-working, which 
is great. On the flip side, though, I’m sure there are certain roles that feel a bit more 
appropriate to me as an Asian female. If you put my name up to a finance role and be 
like, that sounds like a good idea. But for me, if I’m trying to go into building a product, 
it’s typically not a go. 
 
In the organizational context, 82% of participants in technology reported barriers similar 
to their career experiences. A third of the participants in the technology remained as the only one 
on their teams when they moved up the corporate ladder. Betty shared how she was the only one 
who looked different from the rest of the team: 
     One is that nobody looks like me, right, in the room. I identify as a woman of color. 
Everybody else sees me as Asian. If I have to check a box, I’d check Asian, but there’s 
nobody else who looks like me or sounds like me. I think that’s always been a struggle. 
 
Ellen started her career in the United States at a slightly older age, and disclosed how her age 
was an additional barrier in the technology industry:  
     I see my age. The moment they see, whatever, that I have a son who is twenty-eight 
years and I didn’t have him when I was nineteen, they know the age one way or the other. 
With that, it’s always, oh, you may not be as enthusiastic, you may not be as energetic, so 
whenever they think about team games, they think about games that elderly people can 
play as well…. I don’t want to create and be a squeaky wheel to get something, and that 
has been my reluctance that I want to survive here. I don’t want to lose what I have. It’s 
probably a bias. It’s probably a bias against my own self, and it’s not doing me good but, 
frankly, it has not helped me. 
 
In addition to being the only one, about a third of participants in the technology industry 
continuously experienced lack of sponsorship, a role model, and transparent career mobility rules 
for their career advancements. Nancy shared another example of how she had to persuade the 
hiring manager to give her a chance to be interviewed for a role:  
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     I keep hearing so much on the floor like, “Oh, I don’t understand why you would put 
it. They already have this person.” It happened to be a male, “That is a role for him. It’s 
not for you.”… I don’t know how I had the courage to go and talk to the hiring manager 
at the time saying like, “Hey, I keep hearing that you have preferential candidates.” He 
agreed, he said, “Yeah, there is a preferential candidate. I’m sorry.”… He was offering 
me a different role that might come up in three months from then, he was saying, “Maybe 
you can now run for that.” I said, “No, no, this is the team I want to do because this is 
what I really know, because this is my team. I’ve been doing this project for almost four 
years now. This is where my heart is. I don’t want anything, but just allow me to go 
through the interview process. That’s all I would ask you for. Would that be fair?” He 
was like, “Oh yeah. I mean, I can,” but then he said, “I don’t want you to be 
disappointed.” And I said, “I completely understand. I want to just go through the 
interview process, please allow me to go through the process.” 
 
In the financial industry, participants reported that the organizational barriers had 
intensified when they tried to move up to higher-level roles. Ninety-one percent of them shared 
how the organizational culture (73%), non-transparent career mobility rules (55%), and lack of 
sponsorship (45%) and a role model (36%) made career advancement challenging. Zoe, the 
diversity and inclusion executive, described how Asian American women were being overlooked 
in the talent planning meeting: 
     I think this idea of an Asian female not having natural authority. I’ve been in talent 
review meetings, other review meetings, where people will literally say in very coded 
language, essentially, “Will people be okay with having a leader who’s an Asian 
female?” Like, does she have enough weight or executive presence to be in that 
leadership role? Will she be able to make the tough decisions, and will people respect  
her authority? 
 
Yan, a diversity and inclusion senior manager, echoed similar observations:  
     They’re always saying, performance-wise they’re knocking it out of the park, they’re 
very hard-working, and tend to be adjectives that I hear a lot described for Asian 
Americans. But when it comes to conversations around certain types of leadership 
expectations, then that sometimes feels a little bit lacking when we talk about 
development areas. And I think it might be unconscious biases coming into play, 
oftentimes we’ll hear being described for Asian American who are being considered. It 
would be things like, “So-and-so is very soft-spoken, too soft-spoken; they need to be 
more assertive.” And it’s like they’re constantly viewed as group workers, but somehow 




Kelly, who worked as an expatriate in Hong Kong at one point in her career, shared how she had 
to “prove” her worth constantly as a leader when she came back to the United States, as if her 
title and credibility were insufficient: 
     But in Asia, you don’t have to prove yourself as much, I guess that’s the point, as an 
Asian American and as an Asian American woman. You don’t have to feel that you have 
to continuously prove yourself and go above and beyond in terms of networking. Of 
course, you have to network, that goes without saying. In Asia, it just comes with good or 
bad. If you have a title, it’s just assumed you’re good and you don’t have to do much 
above and beyond that. I ran a business when I was in Asia and it was just assumed that I 
was good, nobody would doubt that because your title is so big that nobody would doubt 
that, or you don’t have to work at it.... But in the Western world, it doesn’t matter. I 
mean, it does matter what your title is, but at the end of the day, it is about you, more as a 
person than in the Asian culture.   
 
Ellen disclosed how Asian American women could be left behind without the right 
sponsorship when minorities were competing against the limited organization quota:  
     Being a woman, being a minority woman, we are hit with a double bind, with gender 
bias, with the minority status. I’m sure it already existed before, but it’s just more 
pronounced now as I continue to climb up the ladder, because there’re so many polls that 
I’m competing with. If I don’t build that relationship and have that sponsor who can 
vouch for me, I’m already behind the game.  
 
Rachel, someone who had aspired to be an executive early on in her career, reported how 
the lack of a role model made her feel her career goal was impossible at times: 
     Every company I worked for, I always looked for a role model. When I looked at what 
my role model was at my Big Four company, there was none, there was not even a 
partner who checked all the boxes, who was a woman, who was a minority woman, who 
was a first-generation immigrant. There’s none at that time in my office. And they all 
grew up here and spoke perfect English and really made you feel like this goal is 
climbing Mount Everest. You’d never get there, and you were going to run out of 
oxygen. 
 
Participants also shared how they were passed by promotions when the reasons given 
were not justified. Kelly disclosed how Asian American women were held to a higher standard 
than their male counterparts:  
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     When my manager switched, all of a sudden I didn’t get the role. The reason for that 
was, I had an Asian background, but I didn’t have experience as an Asian in other 
cultures because it was a very global organization. Now, how many people have 
experience in all five regions? There were reasons given, but it just not the right reasons 
for anyone. I do believe that they felt that as an Asian American woman, you needed 
more experience versus the other male counterparts that they were looking at. It was a 
very competitive scenario. And of course, a guy got the role.  
 
Jane shared a similar incident in which she was told that the decision to promote someone who 
had 15 less experiences than her was due to location, as the leader had several remote direct 
reports. Jane described her emotional struggles when she decided to challenge the decision:  
     I’ll tell you the biggest point of discomfort, I guess, for me is, you have to figure out, 
is this because of some bias, or is it because this person is actually better than me? I 
mean, you cannot always assume, so it gives me a little bit of pause, “Wait, can I ask her 
or not?” Again, it comes back to the first point: you need to be really good at what you 
do. But when you’re an Asian woman, you feel that I need to be top of my game to 
actually have the confidence to go and speak. I think that itself is a barrier because 
sometimes, you don’t have the confidence. You might be equal to someone else, but you 
put pressure on yourself that you have to be the best. 
 
Lastly, 82% of participants in the technology industry and 64% of participants in the 
financial industry reported barriers in the personal domain, specifically in how inherited Asian 
cultures or expectations impacted their career decisions and actions (technology: 45%; financial: 
64%). Furthermore, about a third from both industries felt they did not belong to the corporate 
world. For participants who were naturalized citizens, some still received feedback on lacking 
business communication skills (financial: 27%) or continuously found it challenging to fit into 
the social norms (technology: 27%).   
The barriers caused by personal factors could be emotionally taxing for Asian American 
women. Daisy shared how being a minority made her retreat at times from social networking 
opportunities:   
     I’m not really an extrovert or an introvert, but there were certain scenarios at work that 
were mentally taxing for me, and because people around me didn’t always look like me, 
have similar cultural backgrounds, that I was more reserved, it’s hard to get in a crowd 
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and start making connections when you don’t feel like you quite connect with them. I 
used to attribute that to an introverted personality, but now, I really think that it’s more 
feeling a little bit like the other and not quite being part of the group and then also finding 
certain scenarios just really tiring. And I think there is a cultural angle to that.  
 
Fay described how Asian cultural values about putting the head down and working hard 
eventually made her suffer emotionally: 
     I was just suffering in silence, just the Asian work ethic, just head down, work hard, 
and meritocracy would come through. But at that point, I was carrying a coworker that 
was not doing his job and creating a lot of slack, and I hadn’t been promoted and I wasn’t 
being recognized and I was building resentment, but I wasn’t saying anything. Because I 
didn’t know you should speak up or I didn’t want to speak up or I didn’t know how to 
speak up. Those skills and I think that socialization that we don’t get, certainly not in my 
upbringing, that socialization to speak up and advocate for yourself versus being quiet, 
head down, don’t cause any trouble. 
 
Another salient factor was how motherhood had impacted the participants’ career 
decisions at this career stage. Rachel disclosed that she decided to change her job, which 
required her to travel around the world, when she became a mother. Although her husband 
supported her career, being a good mother was also her life goal. She shared how she 
transitioned to a new role that allowed the flexibility to stay local to care for her child. Rachel 
shared that luckily, she was able to develop a new expertise in an area that was desperately 
needed during the financial crisis.  
All four diversity and inclusion practitioners articulated how Asian cultural values and 
gender norms impeded their own career advancement or that of the Asian American women in 
their organizations. Xin shared her internal conflicts when she had to contradict how she was 
taught to behave as an Asian American woman as she moved up the ladder: 
     It’s about embracing conflict and challenging others. This is something, again, as an 
Asian American and as a woman, you tend to try to create harmony. You try to create 
collaboration and get the middle ground and try to help other people save face and not 
embarrass people or challenge people…. Sometimes your boss wants you to challenge 
them. And in fact, you should challenge them; otherwise, why are you getting paid as 
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much as you do, right? This is expected, but I have to force myself to do this in a way 
that doesn’t make me want to throw up and one that’s authentic to who I am. 
 
Wendy reflected how her upbringing, which focused on practicing hard but neglected learning 
how to build relationships, was not helpful to her career progression: 
     I don’t ever remember my mom saying, “Your teachers need to like you” or “So-and-
so needs to like you. You just need to crush the exam. You just need to practice your flute 
for like hours.” It was not about a personal relationship. It was about performing the task 
super, super well. And that’s just not enough. The relationships are like, “Who’s going to 
make the decisions about me? How much do they know about me personally? Just 
professionally?” Because that’s what makes the relationships stickier…. I think 
perceptions of “Are you fun? Are you fun?” It’s so stupid that I’m saying that, but it’s 
true. “Do you know how to relax outside of work? Or are you all just about work?” 
 
Zoe articulated how Asian cultures valued certain gender norms that prevented Asian American 
women from taking risks and getting the recognition that led to career advancements:  
     Because Asian women as a whole, I think we’re not really trained and we’re not 
coached to be risk-takers. From our families, but also from society at large. Society at 
large doesn’t go, “Asian women, be risk-takers.” So, it’s unfortunate. Particularly for 
first- and second-generation women, humility is taught oftentimes as a good attribute. 
Patience is oftentimes taught as a good attribute. And I think Asian women have to 
oftentimes break out of that and realize, “Humility may not actually help me in my 
career. Patience may not actually help me in my career.” It’s almost a mental shift of 
letting go of some traits that may not actually help you in the long term. 
 
Career Barriers in Executive Roles 
 
Findings to subquestion 1: As executives, fewer participants reported perceptual, 
organizational, and personal barriers in both the technology and financial industries, yet the 
COVID-19 pandemic created a circumstantial challenge for some to advance their careers.  
Thirty-six percent of the executives in the technology industry (N = 11) and 43% of 
executives in the financial industry (N = 7) shared how their executive status was challenged by 
how others perceived their career success. Jane shared that her White male colleagues openly 
challenged her career success due to her minority status: 
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     That was a little unexpected for me because I felt like, you know what, I was always 
prepared more than others, I’ve always worked harder, I’ve done all of this, and yet when 
you get to that moment of getting the crown, there’s at least one small subset of people 
who are questioning, “Wait, is she there because of her being an Asian or is she really 
there because she deserves it?” 
 
Although Olga earned a great reputation as a strategic partner for the business, her male 
colleagues would disrespect her opinions in meetings because they believed that her technical 
skills were no longer on par with them: 
     Another thought which I feel like is “While she has all those qualities, she doesn’t 
have technical depth. She hasn’t coded for a long time. We still code. We are better. She 
hasn’t built big technical products that we build so she is weak in technology.” 
 
After receiving feedback that she was too territorial for her team, Quinn reflected how her peers 
had a hard time accepting her authority as a leader: 
     As I said earlier, I didn’t understand at first that, ah, this could be a manifestation of 
the fact that people perceive me a certain way as an Asian American woman who is 
pretty short and very nice. And now, she is a leader and my peer, and she is saying things 
that make me feel like she might be taking resources away from me.  
 
In the organizational context, more than half of the Asian American women executives 
reported that organizational barriers were harder to shatter (technology: 64%; financial: 57%). 
Even with supportive managers to expand capacity or move laterally, both Tina and Cathy 
shared the challenges of turning some of their mentors into sponsors for future career 
opportunities. This required long-term cultivation and the type of networking that was even 
harder to accomplish by working remotely during the COVID pandemic.   
Forty-five percent of participants in technology remained the only Asian American 
woman at the executive levels. Fay worked in the HR function and reported that “it was the 
bamboo ceiling. It was the White wall and there was no Asian above me. It was all White 




     You are very lonely, especially as a woman, so when I attend my manager’s staff 
meeting, I’m surrounded by men. And I’m the woman in that room, other than his 
executive assistant, Chief of Staff, and HR. I’m the woman reporting to the technical 
leader under him. Well, you probably know this by now, I am strong enough to give my 
opinion, I’m strong enough to say, “Please don’t interrupt, let me finish my sentence.” 
I’ve done that over and over again. But there are times I feel, there is this in the network 
of the men, they have their inside jokes, they want to talk about an algorithm and look at 
the other person and say, “You know what I mean.” 
 
Haley described how she became a partner at a counseling firm with her female leaders’ 
support and sponsorships, and was surprised to learn that other female executives were reluctant 
to support her career at a Fortune 500 company:  
     I don’t know if it’s a race thing either. I say that they’re both White women, and 
maybe they believe that an Asian American woman should not be as senior as they are, 
but I know that I’m smart. I know I get stuff done. I know I’m very well respected, and I 
come off confident in meetings. I think that was really the unexpected challenge that I 
didn’t have female colleagues who were really wanting to pull each other up. 
 
Lastly, a still sizable number of participants (financial: 43%; technology: 65%) attributed 
personal factors to being career barriers, specifically in how Asian cultural values influenced 
their leadership behaviors and career decisions. Tina described how her parents persuaded her 
not to go for her last promotion because she had already reached “success” in their standard: 
     When I said I wanted the latest promotion, my mom was like, “But you’re fine. Why 
bother? You’re great. In my eyes, you are already successful, but why do you want to 
work so hard?” Whereas my husband’s like, “Yeah, you should get it, of course. What do 
you mean? You don’t want to get paid less. Of course, you should ask for more money.” I 
think probably these days I don’t take career advice from my parents. I mean, I still like 
their support, of course. But my husband is better with “Hey, go get them.” 
 
Una reflected on how her cultural values for “saving face” made it challenging for her to decide 
when to trust her intuition to take the lead and when to take time to build consensus:   
     I was born and raised in China. We have this strong belief about consensus, harmony, 
not to make others look bad—saving face. We also believe in doing things hands-on. My 
dad would often say, “Even if you scored number one again in your class, don’t get big-




things.” But you see, these two things really connect with the situation I’m talking about. 
I’m about to make a hard decision. I know it’s not going to be consent-driven. How do I 
get the work done, but let the team have the confidence in their leader, who’s going to 
make the hard decisions, yet, still know that I’m willing to listen and I know when it was 
not necessarily a consensus moment? They need that acknowledgment from me.  
 
As a well-respected diversity and inclusion expert, Wendy described how her mother’s high 
expectations of her academic performance in childhood could still made her doubt her worth and 
capability as an executive at the present time: 
     “Can you imagine if your daughter was reporting to the CEO of a company that has 
two hundred thousand employees and this many billions in revenue?” She’s like, 
“Absolutely, yes,” which was so weird for her to say because growing up, she’s like, 
“You’re not good enough. You’re just not good enough.” Everything was not good 
enough and the mere fact that I’m calling my mom to say like “Can you believe this?” I 
think some of it is that I feel huge impostor syndrome. I’m like, “Oh my God. Why are 
they calling me? Were they desperate?” When I grew up, my mom would always say, “If 
you don’t come home valedictorian, don’t come home!” 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the barriers for some participants with young 
children. Haley shared how COVID so impacted her career actions that she had to decline more 
visible projects to care for her children during COVID time: 
     Right now, is not the time to think about it because I have to prioritize my family.  
In some ways, this is not just a repercussion of power performance currently being 
evaluated, but it’s also how opportunities are being given to us. I’ve actually said no to 
more complex projects because I know, for my own expectation, I cannot devote the time 
to make it work well. And again, I think this is going into some of the differences 
between men and women or underrepresented groups, is that we want to be able to check 
off all the boxes before we say yes, right? When I think about the opportunities that I was 
given, I’m like, “I don’t think I can justify checking off all the boxes.” I said no to certain 
opportunities. And now the job that I currently have, it’s going to be much smaller in 
scope, which is not going to be good for the career, but I feel like that’s what I need to do 
because of the environment we’re in. 
 
Beyond barriers, some executives, who were a few levels from reaching C-suite, admitted 
how they felt less pressured to move up and wanted to take the time to explore career 
possibilities or ventures. Quinn was one example who shared:  
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     Because there’s not a clear role ahead of me. I’m three levels away from the CEO. I’m 
not sure if that’s what I’m aiming for. I need to really think about what I want to do. And 
I feel like at this stage, I have more freedom frankly, that I could do other things besides 
just climbing one more step. I would say I made two big industry changes. I started at a 
consumer packaging goods company. And as I said earlier, I pitched myself a job into 
technology, which was actually harder than I thought it would be. And then, I did three 
technology startups. I made a pivot into financial services, which I had never done 




Findings to Research Question 2: Through critical reflections (86%), a majority of 
participants unlearned certain Asian cultural values or gender norms (77%) and mastered the 
experiences (100%) and career mobility actions (100%) that helped them overcome barriers. 
They also exercised self-efficacy (91%) and received external validation (82%) to reinforce their 
learnings that contributed to career advancements.  
Based on the participants’ accounts, there were specific learnings, career mobility 
actions, and experiences that helped them overcome career barriers and achieve career 
advancement. The salient themes in each area are summarized in Table 4.4. All diversity and 
inclusion practitioners endorsed the importance of these specific learnings, actions, and 
experiences. As all participants engaged in some forms of self-directed learning, like how Asian 
American women experienced career barriers, there were nuances in the career mobility actions 
and experiences they needed to advance their careers based on career stages, industries, and the 
immigration process. Through the second level of process coding (Saldaña, 2015), the researcher 
also mapped out how critical reflections prompted participants’ engagement in specific learnings, 
actions, and experiences, and how exercising self-efficacy and receiving external validation 
reinforced their learnings, actions, and experiences that contributed to career advancements. The 





Summary of Themes on How Asian American Women Learned and What Actions They Took to 
Master the Experiences That Helped Overcome Barriers and Achieve Career Mobility (N = 22) 
 
Engaging in critical reflection (86%) 
Receiving external validation (82%) 
Exercising self-efficacy (91%) 
 
Self-directed learning: 
● Engaging formal learning (77%) ● Engaging transformative unlearning wiping (77%) 
● Engaging observational learning (64%) ● Engaging transformative deep unlearning (14%) 
 
Career mobility actions: 
● Being a change agent (86%) ● Planning career proactively (82%) 
● Exploiting fortuity (64%) ● Being an expert in a domain (36%) 
● Taking career risks (27%)  
 
Experiences mastery: 
● Developing leadership capability (100%) ● Managing perception (91%) 





Illustration of What Prompted and Reinforced Learning, Actions, and Experiences 
That Contributed to Career Advancements  
 
 
The following section provides further details of data analysis to describe how engaging 
in critical reflection promoted learning, actions, and experience mastery, and how exercising 
self-efficacy and receiving external validation reinforced the learnings, actions, and experiences 






While participants experienced barriers in different stages of their career, a majority of 
the participants identified critical reflection (86%) as the catalyst for self-directed learning, 
career mobility actions, and experiences mastery. Based on the participants’ experiences, critical 
reflection included questioning long-held beliefs, values, and behaviors, examining others’ 
messages and behaviors, or becoming self-aware of the impacts of beliefs or behaviors. Haley 
described her critical reflection has helped her discern how to react to feedback on her leadership 
development:  
     I should say there have been times where I wonder if these barriers are real. Are they 
just perceptions? Is it in my head, or is it truly a barrier or truly the bias of other people? 
And sometimes it’s not always easy, especially when you get into higher-level roles, to 
get that kind of observation or feedback. Some of it is “Gosh, is this just in my head?” Or 
“Is it true barriers?” 
 
Una shared how critical reflection has helped her manage her self-doubts associated with asking 
for more visible projects or promotions:   
     The next one coming into my mind is my ability to say yes when I’m not one hundred 
percent, or when I perceive myself not being one hundred percent ready. I observe myself 
over the years and I have to be much more conscious about it, have to encourage myself 
to combat this negative voice in the back of my mind. 
 
For Quinn, self-awareness was the most important element in how and what she needed to learn 
to respond to career challenges and to advance her leadership:  
     I would pin it down to that one thing, which is self-awareness. Both understanding 
myself, or what's happening, and taking all the feedback and digesting it, as opposed to 
being defensive about it. In the first ten minutes, everybody’s defensive about it. After 
the first ten minutes, try to digest it and then treat it as a gift. 
 
As a diversity and inclusion executive, based on her observation and personal 
experiences, Zoe shared how people often felt entitled to give unsolicited feedback to Asian 
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American women in both personal space and professional settings, she articulated how her 
critical reflection process helped her retain confidence in her leadership capability: 
     The way I do it in my head is I go, “Can I imagine a scenario where this feedback is 
being given to a White man?” And if my answer in my brain is “I doubt any White man 
has ever received that feedback in that way,” I then just choose to ignore the feedback. 
Because that’s one way that I “ignore” the feedback, and make myself feel comfortable 
doing that. The other way I think is if any feedback is trying to make me more into a 
stereotype of what people think Asian women should be like. Because one of the things I 
always say to people is, I say, “How many Asian women at my level do you know?” And 
everyone’s always like, “I don’t know any other Asian women at your level.” And then I 




In addition to critical reflection, a majority of the participants described how they 
exercised self-efficacy (91%), believing in one’s ability to produce effects by one’s actions, to 
better themselves, to take actions, and to gain experiences despite career barriers. Starting her 
career when magazine subscriptions were expensive and unavailable online, Gail shared how she 
drove 2 hours round-trip to her company’s library during the weekends to read magazines and 
industry papers to update her knowledge continuously as well as to learn business vocabulary. 
Rachel disclosed that she read English out loud for 20 minutes every day to practice her 
pronunciation and build her confidence in speaking English. Beyond learning a specific skill or 
knowledge, participants also shared their efforts in climbing the career ladder. After being told 
explicitly and repeatedly that she would not be sponsored for higher-level roles in the same 
organization, Nancy kept applying for them and receiving offers. Quinn cold-called start-ups to 
pitch for a job that did not exist when she learned that her company would not promote her and 
when she did not receive new offers through a traditional job application.  
Some attributed the optimism of their efforts and actions to their immigration experiences 
and backgrounds. Fay described how she learned to be adaptive: 
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     My grandmother would send care packages when we were kids and they would take 
three months to arrive. As immigrant children, you have to flex and be patient and make 
the best of those long-distance phone calls and make the best of those care packages. We 
were also really poor and my mom worked in the factories, so you just did the best you 
could under these constraints.   
 
Quinn also shared how she benefited from immigration hardships in childhood: 
 
     I did not have that understanding at all when I was growing up. But I attribute it to the 
immigrant mindset. Being an immigrant is not fun. Being an immigrant is hard. I came 
when I was twelve. We didn’t have money. My mom had to strike out on her own. We 
lived in people’s garage apartments. I think it instilled in me that there’s no safety net. 
We have to make things happen. Otherwise, what are we going to do? 
 
Although they immigrated in different life stages, Paige and Haley both disclosed that they did 
not have the family relationships they could leverage to jump-start their careers. Nonetheless, 
they shared the belief in their abilities to produce career mobility outcomes. Paige further 
elaborated: 
     I can tell you even if I’m back in my country, I will probably not do that. I’m more 
credential-based, show me what you have done, performance-based instead of 
relationships. If you’re not performing well, you immediately lose the respect of people, 
and you immediately lose credibility with people. I’d rather just tell them, “I don’t know 
anyone here. I got the job with my credential, so challenge me.” 
 
Despite experiencing multiple unfair treatments at work, Jane still held the strong belief that one 
could produce optimum results from one’s efforts in the United States; as she stated: 
     I do feel, despite everything that’s going on, for the most part, we do live in a country 
where meritocracy is highly valued, so if you are good at your job, if you’re hard-
working, if you have the right ethics, bias might delay you in getting to the top, but it 




For a majority of the participants (82%), receiving external validation, including verbal 
recognition, positive feedback, or actual promotion or additional project assignments, was 
credited to reinforcing the learnings for career actions and experiencing mastery. Both 
participants and diversity inclusion practitioners were able to recall incidents in which receiving 
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recognition and acknowledgment gave them the confidence to believe in their capability. Quinn 
recalled how, at beginning of her career, she was able to move up the ladder more smoothly 
because of the confidence that stemmed from being recognized by her leaders; as she stated: 
     Somebody saw the value of my work and believed in me. And that made a difference. 
Because, once I did that, people are like, “Oh my gosh, she could do this. Why don’t we 
have her do more of this? Why don’t we have her lead part of the projects?” And, that 
gave me an immense amount of confidence just from that point on. 
 
Lily reported that she gained confidence in her professional strength when colleagues in other 
functions requested to work with her as a junior engineer: 
     The designer said that they always would ask to work with me, which didn’t make any 
sense to me because I’m the least experienced and I didn’t know exactly what I was 
doing, I always had to learn. They said but the difference was that they would make a 
design and I would try my hardest to make it work so that it was that beautiful design 
because I thought that’s the point.  
 
In working with one of her first Wall Street clients, Gail discovered over a business lunch the 
reason why the Chief Technology Officer (CTO) did not arrange a formal business meal to kick 
off the collaboration. Gail recalled the conversation:  
     We had the meal and all that, and then when the bill came, I was just curious, so I took 
a look. I said, “Oh, my God, that’s an expensive lunch.” It cost him very much and then I 
said, “But just for the heck of it, why would you say I’m worth it? What does that mean? 
I want to not just to thank you, but I want to know what value I added.” Do you know 
what he says? He said he won a pot of money by betting on me. Yes. So apparently they 
had a bet that I would not last more than three months. This was the year 2000 on Wall 
Street. Then I said, “So the pot of money is probably bigger than this bill?” He said, 
“Yeah, I have leftovers that I can put in the bank.” 
 
For Gail, this conversation validated all her efforts to become a leader, not just within her 
company but also for external clients.  
Zoe, the diversity and inclusion officer, described the process of how it took much verbal 




It was an outside validation. She [manager] said, “You are this good. Now, just 
believe it.” And I think I had to hear that many times. Now that I think back, I probably 
heard that message multiple times in my life. It took five, six, seven, or eight people, 
repeating it over and over again, for me to be like, “Yeah. They’re all right.” 
 
After this description of the process of what prompted and reinforced their learnings, 
actions, and experiences, further data analysis on how participants learned and what experience 
mastery and career actions they undertook in each career stage is detailed in the following 
section.  
Learnings, Experience Mastery, and Career Actions at the Beginning of Their Careers 
 
Findings to the subquestion 2: At the beginning of their careers, there were differences in 
how participants in the technology and financial industries learned and what experiences they 
decided to master, while less than half of the participants from both industries took actions that 
facilitated career mobility.  
For participants in the technology industry, close to half engaged in formal learning, such 
as getting an additional professional certification, participating in writing class, joining a public 
speaking group, and observing how others led or behaved within the organizational context. 
Moreover, about a third engaged in the transformative unlearning—wiping, which refers to an 
externally imposed process that results in a deliberate change of a particular way of acting or 
thinking (Rushmer & Davies, 2004). On the other hand, in the financial industry, close to half of 
the participants engaged in transformative unlearning (wiping), and about a third relied on 
observational learning.   
For example, Sophia described how she overcame her discomfort of public speaking as 
she was required to report on her research to large audiences at meetings and conferences:  
     I think it’s no different than a lot of people that have these problems which are to 
attend a Toastmasters class before the presentations, writing down what you want to say, 
and practicing what you’re saying multiple times so you get to that comfort level. Just 
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being extra prepared every time you go into a meeting or a presentation. I would say all 
those three things have worked out well for me. And as I do more and more meetings, I 
developed a comfort level with doing these meetings and don’t feel as anxious. 
 
Mary shared how she learned leadership skills by identifying masters of specific skills 
and observing what they do differently, then incorporating what she could to make her own: 
     Whichever skill that I want to develop, I look for somebody around me who is an 
absolute master at that skill and I try to observe them very closely on what it is that they 
are doing that makes them somebody. There’s somebody who’s always so easy to talk to 
that many people go to them with their problems for advice. There is somebody else 
who’s such an amazing negotiator. He comes into a room, starts talking, and they are so 
easily able to persuade other people to see their way of thinking. I go after somebody 
who has the skill that I’m looking for and just observe how they do what they do and try 
to learn what I can…. They obviously are doing something without even realizing it. If 
you just get to the root of what it is that they are doing, it’s like you try to emulate what 
they are doing. You may not always be a hundred percent successful, but that doesn’t 
matter. I’m still one step better than where I was before I started doing it.  
 
As participants experienced personal barriers due to internalized Asian cultural values or 
gender norms that impeded their career progression, participants made conscious and deliberate 
efforts and steps to unlearn what they were taught in childhood. After realizing that she did not 
receive any sponsorship of critical project assignments, Nancy described how she unlearned her 
belief in being humble and modest: 
     I went and talked to those project managers. “Hey, what is it you guys are doing? And, 
oh, I’ve done the certification.” I tried to almost like brag and sell myself. Kind of “No, 
see, look, I can do it, I’m good.” “Oh yeah. I mean I would like for you to be in my 
project.” I kind of used that, then I went into this project. That’s how I got into one of the 
first big-tier projects. There was no one there to speak on behalf of myself, there’s no one 
there, including my manager.  
 
Based on her observation that Asian American women lacked individual recognition as a 
cohort, Zoe as a diversity and inclusion practitioner noticed how Asian American women had to 
act against their preferred behaviors: 
     I think a lot of Asian women, if they want to get ahead in their career, particularly 
early on, they have to adapt against the stereotypes. And I do know that a lot of Asian 
women make it a point to speak up more than it’s their natural inclination. Be more up-
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front, volunteer more, be more proactive, because they feel like that’s the only way to 
really differentiate themselves within their career early on. 
 
For her own development, Zoe took an improvisation course to learn how to be seen more: 
 
     I actually took acting and improv classes. I took classes that taught me how to use my 
voice, how to respond in the moment, how to think on my feet. How to, really, optimize 
the space that I am existing in, so that I’m more seen. I’m more heard. I bring more 
attention to me because one of the biggest issues that Asian women face in a Western 
society is that we’re completely invisible. 
 
Beyond the industry differences, participants who immigrated as adults made additional 
efforts to improve their business communication by taking writing classes or public speaking 
courses and by learning cultural references and norms by watching and participating in 
mainstream movies, sports, and cultural activities. Gail shared how it took her years to advance 
her business-writing skills: 
     I started writing. I started writing a lot, write, write, write, and had people correct it, 
write, write, write, and had people correct it, and I did it literally every week. Every week 
I write, write, write, and then the goal of that was I would be writing reports, and reports 
that would go to the senior managers. It took me about two, three years, I finally learned 
writing reports that senior manager would read, or at least my management would submit 
my report and say, “This is a report and this is a summary of it.” It could be one page, it 
could be two, but my summary got selected to go up the line. 
 
She also took the Dale Carnegie course to help with public-speaking skills and described how 
she was able to elevate her confidence and leadership capabilities beyond mastering the 
language: 
     I still remember it elevated myself because I was exposed to so many situations, and 
then I knew what I knew, I knew what I didn’t know, I also knew what I needed to work 
on. Then with more practice, I focused on lack of confidence. Not giving myself 
permission to be who I was disappeared. In big meetings when people asked the 
audience, “What do you think?” I would raise my hand; before, I never raised my hand. I 
would raise my hand. If I got picked, I would stand up. I would confidently say what I 
needed to say in a very short amount of time, and delivered what I wanted to express, but 
it also benefited the other people, and if it also generated some debates and some 
controversies in a meeting, I also did not feel bad. Before I would feel bad; therefore, I 
resisted, then I did not feel bad. Later on, I even welcomed it, because that’s how you 
made innovation. You put some crazy ideas out there, and then people powered on it. 
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Sometimes they liked it, sometimes they didn’t. That’s how you got to the best of it, and 
that got me into the journey, and all that stuff began to take me to the executive position.   
 
As participants experienced barriers related to colleagues or clients at work, they made 
deliberate efforts to learn the culture and cultural norms. Olga described what prompted her to 
learn, how she learned, and the impact of her learnings on her personal identity:   
     As I realized, I am going to live in this country. I cannot define myself as saying, “I 
will live in this country only for work, while my personal space is still from my home 
country.” That doesn’t work because I’m living in this country, so my personal space 
became a hybrid. Giving an example, originally I would only listen to Indian music, 
watch Indian movies because perhaps I missed it. And then I said I have to do both and I 
would go to these girlfriends and say, “What movie do you want to rent? What are some 
of the old movies?” And we would watch it together, I would have conversations. Then I 
went to the library, and I would pick up a lot of old movies, and I started liking them 
actually. And I understood a lot about the American culture, both in music and in TV 
shows. I became addicted to some of them. I would say I didn’t consciously do much, 
just because I was living in this country, it kind of became part of my persona, day-to-day 
persona of combining the cultural aspects with my old cultural aspect. And I had bonus 
help, which is that my two roommates used to be my companions on that journey. 
 
Olga was also able to describe how her cultural learnings influenced her professional 
capabilities. More importantly, she felt that she was finally being accepted as someone who 
related well with her peers or audiences: 
     I think the impact was inclusion. I felt like I was included in many conversations, I felt 
like when I gave an example about a sport, or I mentioned a quotation from a Spiderman 
movie, while presenting a technical presentation, I would make these analogies, they are 
all cultural analogies, and I felt like the response was very affirmative. That means people 
nodded their heads and said, “I get you.” I became one of them, so the main feelings were 
of acceptance and inclusion. 
 
After receiving performance feedback on her lack of cultural understanding, much like 
Olga, Rachel made efforts to learn different aspects of U.S. culture and described how she was 
able to relate to broad topics now:  
     I really immersed myself to understand a lot of the sports. I can talk about sports in 
sports language with the people at work. And that’s very important because I view this as 
the way to learn the different cultures, and those are part of it. In my view, the important 
part of your development is emotional intelligence, and you cannot have that because 
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oftentimes people are just studying. I’m out there, I’m doing a lot of things. I’m watching 
the shows. I’m participating. We’ll go watch Broadway, doing all kinds of things. That’s 
what I enjoy. I can talk about culture, pop music, and the shows, and you have to broaden 
your interests and we truly enjoy it. I can talk about all the players in the Yankees. 
 
Beyond self-directed learning, at the beginning of the career, 91% of the participants in 
the financial industry started mastering additional experiences beyond their day-to-day 
responsibilities, especially in leadership capability (64%), perception management (55%), and 
exuding confidence (27%), while 55% of the participants in technology were doing so primarily 
in the leadership capability (45%) and exuding confidence (27%) areas. April described how 
joining the employee resources group helped her develop leadership skills:  
     I think it was my second year with the company, I started joining the Asian employee 
group. And that’s where I really found my place within the company and felt like I 
belonged, because networking with many other colleagues, who are leaders, who are 
maybe peers, those really helped start giving me the confidence and then from there also 
being able to start stepping up in terms of taking some of the leadership positions within 
the employee resources group.  
 
Tina was advised to manage the perception about her work by engaging key stakeholders who 
applied her financial research: 
     At the time we sat in a different area than the trading and the salespeople who I 
support. An easy thing, and that even works for now, is, “Hey, go to the trading floor, 
walk around and see them, see those salespeople. See the traders so that they know who 
you are and they know who to go to and you have more face-to-face contact.” And so  
not just sit at your desk all day and work. 
 
In addition to working hard, Kelly also believed that developing an expertise and learning to 
think like a leader helped her to be seen as a leader type in the organizational context:   
     I don’t think it’s necessarily just working hard, and you have to obviously work smart 
and you have to become an expert in something. And I always tell the younger generation 
this: you have to be an expert in something. Not just burn hours and work long hours, like 
that doesn’t work anymore. It’s about your expertise, what you bring to the table. That’s 
what I try to do. When I was starting out, my career was really to become an expert in 
something. That was one. And secondly, I always thought of the bigger picture, meaning 
you have to do that project or that deal well, but I always thought of what is the business 
trying to do? This is levels above me at the time, when you’re first starting out. What is 
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the business strategy? What are they trying to do? And where do you add value to that? 
And I think I always had that broader viewpoint. And I still do, by the way, I think about 
what the CEO wants to achieve, not my manager. And I think that helped me choose to 
do the strategic stuff that matters.  
 
For Asian American women, learning to have confidence in believing their leadership 
capabilities was identified as a theme early on in their careers. Zoe described her interpretation of 
the root cause of why Asian American women had the impostor syndrome and how Asian 
American women had to believe in themselves in order for them to move up to executive levels: 
     First, they have, obviously, the racialized sexism that comes from the Western world, 
that projects a ton of stuff onto them as Asian women. That’s largely from White, Black, 
non-Asians projecting that racialized sexism on them. And then there is a unique strain of  
Asian sexism that Asian women experience. And that’s all the second-class citizenship 
nature, like the disappointment of being born as a girl, as opposed to being a boy. Of the 
favoritism of masculinity, the inherent dominance of masculinity that’s taught within an 
Asian framework. Oftentimes, those two forms of sexism are violently in opposition to 
each other in lots of different ways. Racialized sexism and Asian sexism are confronted 
in the workplace. Asian women have to navigate both sides of that equation. It oftentimes 
leaves a lot of Asian women experiencing a deep impostor syndrome, and other things 
like that, early on in their career. And I find that the Asian women who break out of that 
impostor syndrome, that comes from all those layers of racialized sexism and sexism, are 
the ones who then can make it to the next levels in their career. 
 
As Asian American women were able to find their ways into the large corporations earlier in 
their career, half of the participants did not proactively take actions that facilitated career 
mobility, as echoed by the diversity and inclusion practitioners. Zoe described how Asian 
American women spent their early careers building their functional expertise: 
     I don’t know if that is a uniquely Asian female thing or if it’s a female thing. Overall, 
we know that research shows that, for example, women feel like they need to meet, at 
least minimally, ninety percent of the qualifications in a job description to apply for it. I 
think women spend an inordinate amount of time early on becoming technical experts in 
whatever field that they are. And I think Asian women, in particular, spend a tremendous 
amount of time becoming technical experts. And then from there, they expand upon that. 
I actually think there’s probably too much effort put into becoming technical experts. 
 
Kelly’s experience resonated with Zoe’s observation and she described how lucky she was to 
have sponsors to support her career:   
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     I think as stereotypically, it goes for Asian American women, it’s true. I didn’t seek 
out or try to network and try to find mentors and sponsors. I was not like that. I would say 
for the bulk of my career, it came pretty naturally, where it was either my direct manager 
or the head of the area, head of the business. I was able to gain their trust and their 
confidence and they became my sponsors. It was people who directly saw my work, so to 
speak, and who directly got to know me, became my sponsors, and they happen to be 
very senior influential people. And that’s why I say lucky.  
 
Lily shared how naive she was when she started her career in technology as a minority woman 
and appreciated how her female leaders had supported her stay in the field: 
     Honestly, when I was younger, even though my colleague only had twenty-five 
percent women, I didn’t think about the fact that I was in technology and that it was a big 
deal. I just was always around very strong women who reminded me if you’re willing to, 
there was never a question as to whether or not I could. 
 
The ones who did take actions to promote career mobility focused on proactive career 
planning (financial: 36%; technology: 27%), and a few of them engaged in activities that 
promoted the visibility of Asian American or women in the organization (technology: 27%). 
Sophia shared that she first attended panel discussions to learn from other women leaders how to 
have career conversations and how to ask for support to advance her career. Later in her career, 
she joined the women resources group’s leadership team to organize similar events that helped 
other women to achieve career progression. Ivy described that she would observe which partner 
was successful at her consulting firm and asked for their mentorship to help with her assignments 
that eventually led to more visible projects. She also committed to the unofficial activity of 
giving her exposure to senior leaders on a personal level. Ivy remembered that she was one of 
only three people who showed up persistently for a 5 a.m. running group, three mornings a week; 
she stated, “I showed how tough I was and I gained a lot of respect that way with these partners.” 




     If you have a need, you just go do it. Sometimes I refer to this with some of my team 
members to say, “You don’t play the victim. If you say you’re not progressing because 
there’s not a program, you just played victim here. Always let yourself be the owner 
owning that next decision.” 
 
Learnings, Experience Mastery, and Career Actions When They Moved Up 
 
Findings to the subquestion 2: To achieve career progression, a majority of the 
participants focused on mastering the experiences (86%) and taking the actions (64%) that 
facilitated career upward mobility, and about half of them deliberately changed how they acted 
or thought to overcome barriers stemming from Asian culture values or gender norms. 
All participants in the financial industry (100%) dedicated efforts to master the 
experiences that helped facilitate career mobility. While they became mid-level managers, they 
focused on managing perception (82%), establishing leadership capability (64%), building 
confidence (62%), and asking for constructive feedback (36%). Similarly, a majority of the 
participants in the technology industry (73%) dedicated their efforts to mastering the experiences 
that facilitated their career progression, specifically in building confidence (64%), establishing 
leadership capability (45%), and managing perception (36%).  
As participants moved up the ladder, many of them started leading teams in their 
organizations. Therefore, the focus on mastering the experiences had expanded beyond their 
individual development. Mary recalled how she grew into her leadership role and how she still 
tried to build confidence as a leader:  
     I would feel so stressed about those meetings because I suddenly felt like there were 
too many people whose deliverables and careers and everything depended on me, and I 
would be very stressed about that. But now I have a team which is hundreds of people, 
and I’m a whole lot more comfortable with that. Like I said, you were asking what ways 
the steps that I took helped, they were all baby steps, but they over time made me a lot 
more comfortable in my element, made me a lot more confident in being responsible for 
all these people. But it’s very hard to do, and so at some point you will have to find a 
balance where you feel comfortable inside as comfortable as people think you are feeling 




Rachel shared that she learned the PIE theory—performance (P), image (I), and exposure (E) 
(Coleman, 2010)—from a leadership program and had applied it to how she developed her career 
and how she coached her team. She observed why Asian Americans on her team lagged behind 
in their career progression because they neglected paying enough attention to the I and E: 
     I can tell you when I built the team along the way, I had used the PIE theory with my 
team. I have seen clearly Asians on my team are just not doing a great job on the I, the 
image. Oftentimes they don’t really know their brands and they don’t market themselves. 
They’re just not naturally good at marketing themselves. They do work, they’re very 
modest. It’s almost like they would never go out there, they feel shy to begin with when 
somebody compliments things that they love.  
 
Because she did not receive credit for her hard work early in her career, Jane made a 
conscious decision to recognize the people on her team. She believed that by doing so, it helped 
with her leadership brand and professional network as well:  
     I would say, give credit where it is due when you’re working in a team. When you do 
that, the others know that, “Okay, if I do a good job, I know that Jane is going to give me 
credit at the senior-most level. She’s not going to take it for herself, she will recognize 
me, she will do all that.” That actually increases your circle of influence and your circle 
of champions at work.   
 
Similar to Jane’s experiences, Quinn also realized that leading her team to deliver great results 
was not sufficient as a manager; she also needed to manage how others perceived her team 
beyond her own reputation:   
     Another category is just simply: How do I tell my own story and give visibility to my 
team’s accomplishments and my own accomplishments more? Promote and have better 
PR for the work I do and the work that we do. Because I just find myself and my team as 
well, just doing great work and delivering results, but it is only known by the people they 
know, and not enough people know about it. That’s something that is a challenge that I 
always have to keep in mind. 
 
Although developing leadership skills and managing personal and team brands were 
critical to career upward mobility, Olga believed that exuding leadership presence was equally 
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important. She used the analogy of the X-axis, technical and leadership skills, and the Y-axis, 
leadership presence, to describe what she had strived to establish:   
     The Y-axis is your persona in the non-work environments during a lunch, a 
discussion, a dinner celebration where we are talking to our teams and inspiring them, 
happy hours, and product release. That’s the Y. And it is important that in the axis Y, you 
show leadership, you show a sense of humor, you show empathy. And you can talk about 
other topics outside nontechnology, because that shows you’re knowledgeable, you’re 
very well rounded, and you are absolutely glued in the cultural events because I live in 
this country and I am a participant in a discussion, which is nontech. 
 
She also noticed that leadership presence made a long-term return when she was considered for 
future team leads and higher-level roles: 
     The perception out of those events could be “Wow, she is really very well rounded 
and has some excellent analytical power. Look at the way she argued, look at the way she 
is opinionated. She has strong opinions. And she actually talked about facts and data 
behind those. Look at the way she debated with another person with a sense of humor. 
She’s very strong.” That could be one conclusion. The other conclusion could be “She is 
more of a listener and she’s not very open to sharing her views. I don’t even know what 
her views are. She seemed to be more of a follower than a leader.” Or, “When she gets 
angry, boy! She gets really emotional. There is nothing to be emotional about. These are 
fun events. She is intimidated, she is probably not the right person I would go to when 
working under pressure.” 
 
Compared to the beginning of their careers, participants in both industries took more 
actions that facilitated career mobility. A majority of the participants in the financial industry 
(73%) engaged in actions that cultivated career mobility, specifically in proactively planning 
career (55%), exploiting fortuity (55%), and being a change agent (27%). On the other hand, 
more than half of the participants in technology (55%) focused on the actions that cultivated 
career mobility in career planning (36%), being a change agent (36%), exploiting fortuity (27%), 
and being an expert in the domain (27%). Some of them decided to take career risks to exist in 
the large corporations when they encountered career barriers (financial: 27%; technology: 18%).  
Realizing that she was not going to be promoted and could not find a new job because 
she did not have the experience, Quinn took the risk to cold-call companies and worked for three 
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start-ups before returning to the Fortune 500 company. She described how, as a minority, it was 
critical to take her career into her own hands: 
     As I look back on what has helped, one is taking ownership of where your career is 
going next. I do think that’s really important. People talk about leaning in. I think it’s a 
lot more than leaning in. Leaning in is not good enough. You kind of have to strategize 
and plot your way, especially for people like us. I always think of myself as an underdog. 
If you’re an underdog in any organization, you kind of need to plot your way through it. 
You can’t just sit back or even just lean in. 
 
Tina shared a similar approach to showcase own ability as a leader. Instead of passively waiting 
to be asked, she created the opportunity to be known and seen:   
     When you get the opportunity, just jump on it. If somebody asks you to speak, yeah. 
Don’t say, oh no, I don’t feel comfortable. Just go for it. If you’re extended the invitation, 
hey, they think you’re valuable. The idea that you can contribute. If the opportunity 
comes up, go for it, and then also more actively seek out those opportunities. Go to your 
managers and say, “Okay, what can I do?” Or you can go actively say, “Hey, can I go to 
that meeting with you?” Or later on your career, you can initiate those meetings rather 
than wait to be invited. 
 
In addition to taking ownership for career development, Paige shared how she sought out 
projects that nobody wanted to take on, which gave her the visibility and credibility that she 
could resolve complex challenges and differentiate her reputation from others: 
     It was a project that people thought: It’s dirty job, it’s too tough, nobody wanted it. I 
say, okay, fine. I’ll do it. I like to solve problems, so the more challenging, the better. 
Seriously, a lot of people just want easy stuff, and I said, “No problem.” I can handle it. It 
depends on whether you’re trying to grow or you’re just trying to collect a paycheck 
because you’re trying to grow by working on different projects. Eventually, you have a 
good portfolio of things that you’ve worked on. 
 
Working for large corporations, Sophia shared that doing a good job was expected, and she 
described how she leveraged additional organizational resources and opportunities to help her 
and others develop careers at her company:   
     You have to look beyond your current role. You doing good at your current role is 
basically expected. They’re looking for something beyond. Whether that means doing 
extracurricular activities inside the office, like recruiting, for example, or participating in 
what we called diversity resources groups. I was part of a woman-in-research group and 
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the role of this group specifically looks at ways where you can help build your career at 
the firm, at your job. There’s the group, and then there’s the committee, and I was part of 
the committee, which organized various events throughout the year to basically bring 
people together. And these events would not only help you network with other people, 
but it’ll give you insights into how other women deal with a certain situation. It will give 
you insights into if you had a particular issue, who’s the best person to talk to, stuff like 
that.  
Yan, the diversity and inclusion practitioner, echoed that Asian American women needed to 
think of their careers beyond delivering the right results as Asian Americans tend to take pride in 
becoming experts: 
     It is about thinking about expanding out and figuring out not just from a networking 
standpoint, but thinking about, how do I expand the responsibilities of my role? How do I 
expand my skills and expand my exposure and the experiences that I have versus just 
becoming an expert in my little area or my little domain? Because I think that oftentimes 
might get valued by Asian Americans, “If I do really good job, then I’m going to be 
viewed as the expert in this area.” 
 
Beyond building one’s own career and capabilities, participants had shared how 
becoming a change agent gave them a sense of purpose to continue their works at large 
corporations. Una shared her commitment to support more women to develop a career in 
technology: 
     To support technical women inside the company. I volunteered there for seven years. 
Initially, as a volunteer to do whatever that’s needed and, in later years, be the leader of 
that core team. All of this means we put events together, we host webinars together, we 
help forty thousand employees worldwide at the time. In these different geo locations, 
helping women to get connected. 
 
As participants moved into the managerial role, some took other minority women under 
their wings and proactively promoted their career mobility. As the first few minority women 
leaders in technology, Gail would convince her clients to mentor other minority women once she 
established her own credibility, which, in turn, also helped her earn more respect: 
     “Do you think I’m special, and I can work with you like that? There are many young 
people coming up that just look like me, let’s go and help them, and nurture them. I 
usually bring these people on my team, so when I send them to your account help them. 
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Get them there because now you know they can because I did.” I wasn’t born that way, 
so you use that as an opportunity. 
 
As participants reported personal barriers due to Asian cultures and/or gender norms, 
they described how they had to modify their behaviors and beliefs in order for them to move up 
the corporate ladder. Yan had used the term “overlearn” and further clarified that: 
     What I mean by that is just unlearn. I think maybe the word that I was trying to go for 
was unlearn. Because I think again you learn throughout your educational experiences or 
your childhood, how doing things a certain way or with certain behaviors is what allowed 
you to be successful either in childhood or in your education. What I mean by that is just 
unlearning those habits or those cultural aspects that you learned and almost learning a 
new way to operate in the corporate environment. 
 
Lily shared how she came to realize the need to change:  
     But I did have to realize that what got me to, all the hard work that got me to where I 
was wasn’t necessarily going to be what was going to take me to the next level. So, I had 
to really keep thinking about what that change or what that shift was going to be and I 
think realizing that some of these habits did not serve me anymore. 
 
Tina also noticed how her desire to be recognized by her hard work had prompted her to modify 
her behaviors: 
     I want to be recognized for my work and I realized more and more that, yeah, I should 
be recognized for my work and I deserve to be recognized. Then that goes along with, 
okay, what do I need to check off to get recognized? And if that’s including bragging 
about my work, then I just have to do it. I might not be comfortable about it, but that’s 
what you got to do. 
 
Una described that she tried to unlearn the teaching that she needed to be 100% competent in job 
requirements before she felt comfortable to pursue a new role: 
     The next one coming into my mind is my ability to say yes when I’m not one hundred 
percent, when I perceive myself not being one hundred percent ready. I observe myself 
over the years, I have to be much more conscious about it, have to really encourage 
myself and combat this negative voice in the back of my mind.  
 
However, not all participants believed that the change rendered positive results. Fay described 
the emotional tolls when the company’s values contradicted hers: 
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     I can code switch and I can certainly adapt to the situation and be what is needed, but 
there’s a cost to it. My integrity, who I really am, being myself, true being. That’s not a 
success to me, I don’t want to be rewarded with that kind of value system. It is really not 
the kind of company or world I want to work in. I don’t have to bend and I shouldn’t 
have to bend and twist to be acceptable or to fit a box. 
 
Of all participants, only three executives in the technology industry described the 
transformative deep unlearning, which Rushmer and Davies (2010) described as “a sudden, 
potentially painful, confrontation of the inadequacy in our substantive view of the world and our 
capacity to cope with that world competently” (p. 10). They attributed this transformative deep 
unlearning (Rushmer & Davies, 2004) as the catalyst to their pursuit of executive roles. Ivy 
called her first marriage one of her personal barriers because her first husband did not support 
her career progression. During their separation process, Ivy realized how she held back her 
career ambitions for her marriage. Once she unlearned the inherited belief of how to be a wife 
and a mother, she started taking the actions that facilitated career upward movement:  
     Once we separated, it was like, “You know what? Now, I don’t have that burden on 
my back, so to speak, keeping me back. But in order to do this, I need people who are 
going to stand up for me. I need people who are going to coach me. I need people who 
are going to mentor me.” All of this happened over a period of about six months because 
I did throw my hat in the ring because I said, “I’m miserable right now because my 
marriage has completely fallen apart, and so I want there to be a light at the end of the 
tunnel, and so that’s what I’m going for because now I’m going to do that for my 
children.” I was already the main breadwinner, but it was more that I was going to do  
it for my kids. 
 
Ivy further described how her mother recognized her behaviors against the gender norms 
perceived in the Asian cultural lens:  
     My mother used to always say that I had more male qualities than I had female 
qualities. Sometimes it bothered me, but sometimes I was like, “I’m okay with that.” It 
allowed me almost to get away with more things because I was like, “Well, I’m like more 
like the guy anyway.” My husband and I joke around that way too that sometimes I deal 




Similar to Ivy’s journey, Lily described how her mother had instilled the belief in her mind that a 
working mother was “selfish” and part of “Western” values. Lily disclosed that she had declined 
promotions and took a different career path because: 
in my mind, I always had this model that my career was kind of over once I had a family. 
I think that there was never an assumption that I could do both at the same time or, yes, 
there’s some people who do it. But they looked miserable or exhausted or it’s not the 
right way to do it. 
 
After Lily got married, she realized that “that’s not the way I wanted it. It’s weird to have this 
model. I built my whole life toward it. I saw it and I was like, well, that’s not really what I want 
to do.” After she unlearned the belief about what her family life should be, she was relieved to 
pursue what her career could be—executive roles in large corporations. 
Learnings, Experience Mastery, and Career Actions in Executive Roles 
 
Findings to the subquestion 2: As executives (N = 18), a majority of the participants 
continued mastering the experiences (83%) and taking career actions (67%) that facilitated 
career upward mobility, while about a third of them still deliberately changed how they acted or 
thought to overcome barriers stemming from Asian culture values or gender norms. 
For executives in both the financial and technology industries, managing their executive 
perception (financial: 71%; technology: 64%) and honing in leadership capability (financial: 
57%; technology: 55%) were essential experiences for their continuing career progression. 
Moreover, they also emphasized the importance of exuding confidence (financial: 29%; 
technology: 55%) as leaders and asking for feedback (financial: 29%) that facilitated their 
leadership development. Tina shared that even when she was known for producing good results, 





     These people are signing on to be your sponsors. They think you’re great and you do a 
great job, but you still have to give them all the facts of what you actually did. “Hey, 
here’s a reminder. This is all the great stuff I did for you.” Because they need that, they 
can’t just go to a promotion committee and say, “She’s great.” 
 
Believing in Coleman’s (2010) proposal on giving more weights on image (I) and 
exposure (E) much more than performance (P) at the executive level, Rachel reported that she 
proactively built and communicated her brand as an executive:    
     I’m very clear about my brand. I always say here’s my brand, for the work I do, I 
would never be a cost center. Although I’m in finance, I want to be in the space that I 
create values and I want to make sure those values actually translate to the business 
bottom line. I want to make sure that I create solutions and help our businesses achieve 
results.  
 
Beyond her own image, Rachel shared that she continued mastering how to market her team’s 
brand and find ways to create exposure for her team’s work: 
     When I think about my current role at my current company, I had to create a brand-
new function. This function didn’t exist. I had to create it. I had to work hard to build a 
brand, not just about myself but about my team. More importantly, I had to create an 
exposure of this team that people would recognize who we are and what we do. It is 
really to create that E, work on that E, and it’s really a continuous journey in my view. 
 
In addition to being recognized within the organization, Jane also leveraged her external 
volunteer works to establish her reputation: 
     I’m getting a lot of industry visibility, and often, entrepreneurs reach out to me or 
venture capitalists reach out to me with questions around what programs we are doing. I 
think when you have that kind of visibility outside of work and you put it on LinkedIn, 
even people at work get to know about it. What it signals to them is that this person can 
actually do a bunch of different things. It’s not just hard work at work, but she is also 
doing these things. I think it overall elevates you as a person, because everyone’s looking 
for a person who can do different things. One of the marks of a good leader is: What are 
you doing for others? That comes out through the volunteer work that you are doing. 
 
As participants’ work scope grew larger, leadership capacity expanded accordingly. 
Haley noticed that she had to think about its strategic importance for the organization instead of 
just delivering the results:  
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     Does that make sense to just do what they ask me to do? Because at this level, I should 
be questioning like, “Why should I do that? Is this really what’s best for the company?” 
Well, let’s try to solve the bigger problem than this little problem, but it’s very easy to get 
caught up in whoever is loudest in the room. This leading with conviction is to make sure 
that my voice is equally as loud, but that doesn’t always come completely easily. I am 
constantly having to work at it. 
 
She further elaborated that what had made her a successful individual contributor and mid-level 
manager did not make her a successful executive. After becoming an executive, Haley received 
the feedback to ask her to be more “human and relatable.” Haley described how she had to 
incorporate this new learning into her leadership repertoire:  
     I’ve gotten comments about this whole losing-face thing. I have been always trying to 
be like, “Okay, I have everything under control. It’s going to be fine.” However, I’ve 
been told, “You’re a machine. You just get stuff done. You don’t show emotion.” I’ve 
also been told to be more empathetic when I talk to people, or “It’s okay, you don’t have 
to have everything together. In fact, you’re not approachable when you have everything 
together.” I was like, “Wait a minute. I went to Stanford. I went to Harvard. I know what 
I’m doing. Why do I have to pretend that I don’t know what I’m doing just to get people 
to like me and for the sake of the relationship?” My boss told me, “Even if you know the 
answer, pretend like you don’t know so that people can feel good about helping you. You 
know how people are like, “Oh, tiger women are intimidating.” 
 
One salient theme reported from the executive participants was their confidence in their 
abilities to achieve successful outcomes. Ellen, who suffered exclusions from her colleagues at 
various stages of her career, shared how confident she had become in her strategic planning: 
     I don’t think I would’ve done that in the first initial few years, but now I see the 
confidence, the calm confidence that comes with my experience. I’m willing to take that 
risk, the chance, and whatever happens, but I am so confident that will help them. For 
me, personally, I don’t see it as a big risk. 
 
Based on their personal experiences and observations of others, the diversity and inclusion 
executives echoed how exuding confidence differentiated Asian American women executives 
from nonexecutives. Using herself as an example, Wendy described how she spoke with a certain 
style to amplify her confidence: 
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     I have friends who’ve told me, “When you speak, your voice carries such weight and 
gravitas.” I’m sure it’s honed over time because I’m four feet, eleven. I’m a little person. 
I look like I’m in my thirties. When I speak, I speak with a lot of conviction…. Because 
when I’m speaking, I might be the most senior person in the room…people would just 
assume my White male colleague is the one in charge, and he’s actually reporting to me. 
Zoe described how Asian American women suffered the “deep impostor syndrome” 
because they experienced racialized sexism at workplace and sexism at home and how they had 
to evolve from this psychological complex to achieve executive roles:  
     I’ve never met a senior Asian female leader who still carries with her a lot of the 
impostor syndrome that comes from the environment that they grew up in. Every Asian 
female leader I know, it was just at some point, they were just like, “Fuck it. I’m going to 
not care about that anymore. I know I’m very good. I know I have a strong opinion. I 
know that I am probably better at this than anyone else. I’m going to learn how to be 
direct, and I’m going to learn how to challenge authority in the right way, so that my 
career can move ahead.” 
 
Zoe articulated how she developed deep confidence in her ability and worth after shedding all 
the internalized racism and sexism:  
     It actually means this realization that “I am the best at doing what I do and I deserve 
more than what I’ve currently been given.” Being able to actually say that out loud.  
It’s like “I am very good at this thing, and I deserve to be rewarded, recognized, and 
promoted, based on the competency that I have here.” 
 
Beyond mastering the experiences required of executive roles, a majority of the 
participants (financial: 71%; technology: 64%) continued taking career actions that helped their 
career mobility. About half of the participants in the financial industry believed that being a 
change agent and planning their careers proactively and continuously contributed to their career 
progression. Meanwhile, about a third of participants in technology took similar career actions 
and continuously leveraged career fortuity to facilitate career development.  
Once reaching the executive level, Nancy shared how career planning was no longer just 




     I want to stress the difference of not just going up because I want more about 
expanding my responsibilities. I want to play more on the planning place. I want to play 
more on the strategies space. I want to widen my experiences and increase my job 
responsibilities. There’s nothing to be afraid of or there’s nothing to be worried about. 
It’s very vague. It’s ambiguous but that’s the new norm. That’s why I feel like two things 
I’m doing. One is like constant learning, very prescriptively, and the other thing is I’m 
trying to understand where there is the most in terms of responsibilities.  
Beyond exploring opportunities, Una also believed the importance of sharing her career 
aspirations with her network since her career progression was no longer an upward path:  
     I’ve started to not only personally get ready with my skill set, but also talking to 
people in my network. Go back to my mentors to say, “Hey, I want to let you know that 
this is what I’m thinking,” because it requires people to know about your interest first.  
 
In contrast to Nancy and Una, Ivy disclosed that her organization had a specific plan for her next 
career movement and the succession planning had given her the exposure she needed for her 
executive development: 
     I have my succession plan, and I know that I am on the CTO’s succession plan. It has 
given me the exposure where people start to look at me as the potential leader to replace 
my boss if something were to ever happen to him. 
 
Moreover, some participants found that being a change agent for diversity and equality 
causes or organizational change was critical for their executive development. Rachel shared how, 
at the executive level, she was expected to make a systematic impact that differed from the mid-
level managerial role:  
     In the global organization, you have to have the ability to do multiple different roles 
and to demonstrate to people that, number one, the growth mindset. More importantly, 
you are a change agent. Being a change agent is important because you have to be able to 
go into a function and really take on that leadership and make the impacts right away.  
 
Leveraging her volunteer role as a global woman network leader, Olga shared how she used her 
influence in the people planning meeting to advocate for diverse talents: 
     At promotion discussions, I would walk into a room and I said, “This is a very 
homogeneous list, there are no females. Are there no females worthy to be a director?” 
People said, “Well, you’re right, I had no idea.” It created a lot of diversity awareness  
and made these uncomfortable questions become a norm, rather than an exception.  
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Once she became an executive, Gail explored board opportunities for community organizations. 
She described how her desires to do good for the community facilitated the type of connections 
with other business leaders that helped with business relationships: 
     When I could afford more time, when I also had more resources, and when I was more 
known, I spent my time giving back to the community. I joined some nonprofits. In the 
beginning, I would do volunteer work for them, and later on I sat on the board. When  
you sat on the board, there were many other important people on the board from other 
companies, and they were senior executives….Usually those people are good people 
anyway; otherwise, they wouldn’t sit on boards for nonprofits. When you called them as 
clients, certainly you started at a very good place already. You did not have to start at the 
place, “Who are you? Why are you here to see me?” Instead, you started at a place, “Oh, 
wow, Gail, I get to work with you. How great! Now we can actually do real business 
together.” 
 
As executives, more than a third of the participants still attributed self-directed learning 
(e.g., formal learning and observational ;earning) to their career development and planning. 
Some (financial: 43%; technology: 27%) continued to unlearn inherited cultural values or gender 
norms, which in turn helped with their executive development. Through observing her managers’ 
career paths and work scope, Paige disclosed how she did not want to be their successor. Instead, 
she envisioned a different path for her next career move: 
     Probably an ideal role would be a Chief Analytics Officer that I oversee all the 
analytics activity for the company. I think that will be probably my ultimate goal, to be 
the one that’s accountable and responsible for analytics for a major company and to apply 
the skills to help the company to become more data-driven and more analytics-driven in 
their decision-making process. I worked for large companies. They all talked about data-
driven and analytics-driven. They’re only touching one percent of it. A lot of times, it’s 
just to make the shareholder feel, “Oh, yeah. They’re data-driven. They must be good.” 
There’s a lot more that can be done.  
 
For executives whose career paths were no longer about moving up, continuous learning 
was the catalyst for their career explorations and capability development. Quinn described how 




     I think this idea of curiosity and lifelong learning is really important. Again, especially 
for those of us who are a bit of an underdog in whatever context we’re in. For me, it’s 
about the next stage of my career. I don’t know if it’s going to one more step up the 
ladder. It could be doing something different. It could be taking one part of what I do and 
maybe amplifying it, whether it’s at a company that I’m in now or somewhere else. I 
think if there’s one thing I’m doing, I’m continuing to learn and search out. If I were to 
take the next step, I want to own that.  
 
Based on her own experiences and the observation of other Asian American women 
executives, Zoe shared how Asian American women executives have adapted their behaviors or 
beliefs to counter the effects of negative stereotypes about Asian American women: 
     The Asian females I do know who are leaders, we all tend to have certain similarities 
about us. We tend to be people who are outspoken and unafraid to speak our mind. We 
are people who are very direct communicators…. We don’t beat around the bush; we’re 
not indirect. I think that that is all a stereotype adaptation, or as Claude Steele would say, 
it’s a stereotype threat that we’ve all adapted to, wherein we realize fairly early on in our 
careers that if we were going to be heard, we couldn’t engage in indirect communication. 
Because indirect communication from an Asian female is basically no communication at 
all…. I don’t know if that’s a challenge per se, but I think that that’s a constant mental 
adaptation that Asian women have to be engaged in. “How do I show up so that people 
pay attention to me? How do I show up so that I don’t lose my authority? How do I show 
up to be seen?” 
 
Although participants had unlearned some of the behaviors or beliefs inherited from 
Asian cultural values and gender forms, they were confronted with new circumstances that 
required continuous evolvement of behaviors or beliefs for them to reach their next career goals. 
To help her transition from the consulting firm to a large corporation, Xin had worked with a 
coach to help establish her executive presence. Now working in a higher-level role for another 
company, Xin described how she continuously unlearned the need to be perfect and to embrace 
more spontaneous challenges: 
     I think there’s something about constantly putting yourself in uncomfortable 
situations…. For me, it’s reaching out more and being more proactive. When calling my 
boss when I feel like, I needed to be super prepared before I talked to him, but instead, 
just giving him a quick call to talk about something. Embracing not being perfect, not 




Xin’s challenge was not unique. As Haley was reminded to show up as a less perfect leader, she 
also received feedback to command and direct her team at times. Haley shared that she was 
trying to develop “intuition” for when was the right time to show her vulnerabilities and when 
was the time for her to take the lead on decision making:   
     When you reach higher in your career and level, the mindset has switched. “Oh. I’m 
also now part of this hierarchy, and my voice and opinions can cause big ripple effects in 
the organization if I’m not careful.” I need to adjust my language so that when I am 
talking to more junior people, I’m not in a peer conversation anymore. I have to be 
mindful that I can’t just brainstorm and execute and all this causes a lot of churning. That 
actually reflects negatively on you as a leader if you’re too casual once you get up to a 
certain hierarchy. 
 
Zoe’s personal experiences resonated with Haley’s journey, in which she tried to develop an 
executive presence while managing power dynamics, especially when she interacted with higher-
level executives. Haley described how she purposely countered teachings from Asian cultures to 
be differential based on authority and status: 
     I have found that, in part of my engagement with executives, I do everything in my 
power to de-emphasize any hierarchical difference between myself and the senior. I will 
talk to my CEO as casually as I am talking to you. I think carrying that authority and not 
emphasizing the hierarchical differences is really important. Because there’s quite a bit of 
research around power, power differentials, and how power impacts you…. The one 
aspect of power that’s really interesting is, the more power you have, the less aware you 
are of power distance within an organization or situation…. When you are lower in the 
hierarchy, you are hyper-aware of power distance. You know exactly how much power 




Findings to Research Question 3: All participants (100%) enlisted efforts from 
professional and personal networks to advance their careers, while a majority of them (82%) 
found organizational activities helpful in their leadership development and career progression.   
Participants had identified two organizational activities that supported their leadership 
development while emphasizing the importance of enlisting what Bandura (2001) described as 
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proxy agency, meditative efforts from others, and collective agency, conjoint efforts as a group, 
to secure desired career outcomes. The salient themes in each area are summarized in Table 4.5. 
In addition to the themes identified by the participants, the diversity and inclusion practitioners 
shared how organizations could make the effort to increase the visibility of Asian American 
women leaders. Further nuances in how participants engaged in these activities based on 
industries and immigration processes are described in the following section.  
Table 4.5 
 
Summary of Activities That Participants Engaged in to Advance Their Careers (N = 22)  
 
Organizational support: 
● Employee Resources Group (55%)       ● Leadership Program (41%) 
 
Professional and personal networks:  
● Manager (77%) ● Additional network (e.g., coach/mentor) (77%) 
● Sponsor  (64%) ● Personal Network (e.g., spouse/friends) (55%) 




Organizational Support for Career Advancements 
Finding to subquestion 3: Between the two mostly mentioned organizational activities, a 
majority of the participants in the financial industry (73%) found the employee resources group 
helpful, while more than half of the participants in the technology industry (55%) considered 
leadership development programs helpful in their leadership development. Moreover, the non-
American-born immigrant found organizational support critical in their leadership development 
(16 out of 17, 94%) versus American-born immigrants (2 out of 5, 40%).   
Sophia learned early on that her career progression did not just rely on her day-to-day 
deliverables, but also on her participation in the organization activities to be considered as 
having leadership potential:   
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     Participating in those groups and contributing to those groups I think helps you 
become a well-rounded person. It shows to the firm that you are contributing back to the 
society in which you’re helping others grow as well. In the meantime, you’re meeting all 
these other EDs and MDs at the firm, so you’re developing your branding. If you want to 
move up at this firm that I’m working in, you have to demonstrate that you’re willing to 
step outside of your role, outside of your comfort zone, and basically contribute back to 
the institution. 
 
Expanding Sophia’s experiences, Kelly described how her involvement in the women’s 
resources groups gave her the visibility among the executives while she could also help lift other 
minority women within her companies and in the external communities: 
     I was one of the women's network hub leaders, and that really helped get visibility 
beyond your job to other folks and executives. I was also a part of the woman’s 
commercial network, which also provided commercial opportunities to women.... I was 
probably one of the very few Asian women even within the woman’s commercial 
program there for executives. But those two were very helpful in progression, promotion, 
and visibility to executives. You would otherwise not get the relationships that you can 
build off of for your career. 
 
As the Asian American population grew within her company, Gail participated as the 
organizer of their first leadership conference for Asian Americans across large organizations. 
She described how her participation did not only help with her leadership skills but also with 
advocating for other Asian American leaders to raise up in the organization:  
     We went to HR and gave them a study that we’ve done. We suggested that we needed 
to have a leadership conference. We didn’t stop there and we said, “If we have a 
conference, we need the CEO to sponsor it personally and show up.” This was a CEO 
level conference, and we invited other Asian constituencies from other companies to join 
us, but my company took the leadership…. Now it’s 2020, guess who is our CEO? He 
worked with us in the original leadership conference.   
 
With the same conviction and passion as Gail, Olga shared how she elevated the women network 
group, which in turn, helped establish her global executive presence while influencing the 





     I wrote a white paper on it actually and I sent it to everybody. I said, “This is my 
vision.” I created a nonprofit within the company. With that, I had a Chief Finance 
Officer, a Chief Strategy Officer, and the Chief Technology Officer…then I created 
chapters worldwide. Whenever I travel for work, I would always have meetings with the 
folks in the organization, both men and women to espouse the values of the women 
network group. I created thirty-two chapters this way and my entire band of workers are 
all voluntary members. I had to lead by inspiration. 
 
For participants who were non-American-born immigrants, employee resources groups 
helped them to find belonging and purpose in dealing with career barriers. Both April and Daisy 
described that they found a home in the employee resources group, where they gained 
confidence through interacting with people of similar backgrounds, expanding networks with 
leaders beyond their functions, and developing skills by taking on leadership roles. While 
participants described how the employee resources group helped their engagement with the 
organization, Yan, the diversity and inclusion senior manager, also encouraged Asian American 
women to branch out of the employee resources group that just focuses on Asian American so 
they can learn how to expand their leadership capability among people with different racial 
backgrounds and cultural experiences.  
In addition to the employee resources group, participants also described how the 
leadership program, sponsored by the organization, helped with their career progression. As 
someone who had to fight for most of her promotions due to lack of sponsorships from her 
organization, Nancy attributed an earlier leadership program to her promotion to an executive 
role. She also described how she benefited from an executive leadership program as the only 
Asian American participant: 
     I enjoyed all the parts, but the main part that really helped me is one-on-one coaching. 
I cannot really ask for more than that. That was just tremendous. And then there’s another 





you’re one of the ten people in the group…. We had case studies. You needed to be able 
to present to the smaller groups. Lot of speeches and presentations…. It’s not like you 
can’t deliver your day-to-day work…. It automatically taught you to prioritize and juggle 
things…. You got exposed to all kinds of stuff in the company at a leadership level.   
 
Beyond the generic leadership program, Una shared how her participation in a 
development program focusing on Asian immigrants was a game-changing experience, where 
she learned how her Asian cultural values influenced her career decisions and leadership style: 
     It’s one week of dorm-style hosted by the company’s executive briefing center at the 
time. The class members were Asian Pacific Islanders from Fortune 500 in different 
fields: technology, legal, and HR. You name it. I think it was a game-changer for me. 
That was the first time I thought about “As an Asian female, what should be my 
presence?” because one session we did was to have a very petite Asian woman come up 
and talk about power gesture…. It also offered me a network that till this day, I still have 
two close friends out of that circle that I stay in touch with. 
 
Impact of External Activities on Career Advancement 
 
Finding to subquestion 3: More than half of the non-American-born immigrant 
participants (11 out of 17, 65%) attributed their career progression to their involvement in 
activities outside of organizations versus American-born participants (1 out of 5, 20%). The 
finding became more salient when participants reached executive roles.   
While most participants volunteered for organizations outside of their companies, some 
of them did not consider their activities helpful to their career progression, especially at the 
beginning of their careers and when they moved up the corporate ladders. The participants who 
reported benefiting from the external activities were those who leveraged their external learnings 
to advance their internal organizational experiences, especially when they reached executive 






     When I was younger, I loved doing speeches and talks and things like that. Then I 
think around my mid-twenties, I just didn’t really want to do that anymore or I kind of 
avoided it. When I started getting asked when I became more an executive, my Asian part 
was like, “Yeah, sure I’ll help you.”… Then I started to do them and I actually found that 
I got the most value out of them because the questions that they would ask me forced me 
to reflect and I would learn a lot of things that I didn’t realize I had advanced or learned 
throughout the years.  
 
April shared how she leveraged participation in two organizations that supported Asian 
American professionals and leadership in her career development: 
     I’m connected with two Asian nonprofit organizations, Ascend Foundation and 
National Association of Asian American Professionals. Through those organizations, I’ve 
learned by hearing other leaders’ stories, how they overcome challenges, or tips they 
have on how to move up in the organization. Attending those types of smaller events, 
mini-conferences, or conventions has been really helpful. Because there’s definitely 
something to be said about learning from other people’s mistakes or overcoming 
challenges that has been helpful for my career. 
 
Through her long-term volunteer work, Jane was recognized for her passion and 
leadership in the community initiatives. She shared how her company selected her for a known 
fellowship program which, in turn, accelerated her leadership capabilities and brand:  
     I realized that what you do outside can actually also help you inside, because soon 
after that, my manager said, “Hey, we all read that article and we see that you are 
someone who does a lot outside of work. Would you like to also be involved in 
something here in the bank?” One thing led to another, and then I was actually nominated 
to be a mentor for the Cherie Blair Foundation. I don’t know if you’ve heard about that, 
but she runs this program which you mentor women from developing countries. They 
pick women who have business skills to help women entrepreneurs across the globe…. 
All of that happens only because of all these other activities. Because if I just did my job 
and said, “Hey, make me a Cherie Blair Fellow,” it’s not going to happen because they’re 
going to ask, “Okay, what else did you do? Why are you suitable for this?”   
 
Similar to Jane, Una recognized how she benefited from her volunteer work as a mentor for 
women in the technology industry. Moreover, she saw her volunteer work as a way for her to 





     I volunteered more for the Lean In Circle, more as a mentor role. For example, one 
activity that I helped make happen was that I reached out to a woman leader at an 
aerospace manufacturer company out of nowhere to say, “I have this circle of women. 
Can you come to visit?” She literally just said yes and came. We ended up meeting. I had 
to go to another mentor to find a hosting space. We ended up meeting at their office. 
These were huge opportunities that allowed me to not only give back like in Lean In’s  
 
 
case, but, more importantly, built my network and gave me the space and opportunity to 
internalize some of my learning. I think that structure really set the tone for some of my 
belief and behavior…owning up to that action, “You know what? I own it. If I chose not 
to do it, it was not because of a barrier out there. I tried it. I gave it my full attempt.” 
 
Beyond building her leadership skills and brand, Kelly disclosed how she brought in the 
learnings from external activities to create business solutions for her company and clients, which, 
in turn, showcased her strategic partnership with the organization as an executive: 
     What I try to bring into the internal work are sustainability organizations. The specific 
ones I worked with focused on the retail sector. They work on creating sustainability 
indexes for corporates so that they can manage their supply chain more sustainably. I 
engaged with them to bring the learnings to my company internally to create solutions as 
well. I believe these external partnerships not just benefit you personally, but benefit 
what you do for the company and your clients. 
 
Impact of Professional and Personal Networks on Career Advancement 
 
Finding to subquestion 3: Immigration status differentiated how manager and personal 
network enabled participants’ career advancement, while sponsor and additional professional 
network were equally important for a majority of participants, regardless of their industries and 
immigration status.  
The salient themes of how participants from different industries and immigration status 
considered them as contributing factors that enabled their career upward mobility are 
summarized in Table 4.6. A majority of the diversity and inclusion practitioners had endorsed the 
importance of sponsors (75%) and additional networks such as coaches, recruiters, and mentors 
(100%) as critical enablers for Asian American women to advance to executive roles, while only 
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half considered managers as contributing factors to career advancements. Moreover, none of 
them mentioned personal networks as facilitators for career upward mobility.   
Table 4.6 
 
Summary of Themes in Professional and Personal Networks That Facilitated Career 




Industry Immigration status 
Financial 
(N = 11) 
Technology 
(N = 11) 
American born 
(N = 5) 
Non-American born 
(N = 17) 
Manager 73% 82% 40%* 88%* 
Personal Network: 
Spouse and/or friends 
64% 46% 80%* 47%* 
Additional 
Professional Network: 
coach and/or mentor 
82% 73% 80% 76% 
Sponsor 55% 73% 60% 65% 
*Percentage difference exceeded 30% between the two immigration statuses.  
Manager 
For participants who required legal sponsorship for their immigration status, their 
managers were critical in their early career progression because they had to be willing to endorse 
their immigration applications. Kelly shared how she was first hired into the rotation program, 
knowing that the company’s intention was to send her back to Asia, but one of her managers 
decided to sponsor her stay, which enabled her to build a career in the United States: 
     You joined after MBA and you’d go rotation, you do about three different rotations 
with different business groups. And at the time, the way it worked was, if any of the 
heads of the groups appreciated your work and they wanted you to stay, they could give 
you an offer to stay. It was not up to the program, but it was up to the business heads to 
do that. I was able to gain confidence with one of my managers that I rotated across. He 
gave me the chance to stay, and therefore I was sponsored with a visa. Without him, I 
would not have been able to stay…. If you did not get an offer, then they could send you 




As a trailblazer for Asian American women in technology, Gail recalled that she felt 
lucky enough to work for one of the most progressive companies at the time and never thought 
about the possibilities of being an executive. However, one of her managers, who also broke 
many career barriers, encouraged her to think big. Gail described how she gained the courage 
and confidence for her career potentials with this manager’s support:  
     She said, “Because what you write is not enough, I want you to think bigger. I want 
you to say: Why not you?” I looked at her, I said, “Why not me?” I said, “I actually have 
a couple of jobs in mind that I like to do, but I didn’t think I could.” She said, “That’s 
exactly what I want you to do. Go write down all those things that you want to do, and 
then ask yourself: Why not you?” Since then, that’s what I do, everything I want I look at 
it and say, “Why not me?” The story is really interesting, she’s still in my life. She was 
kind of old at that time. She already raised children, and she came back to work. For her 
generation being a White woman…able to go back to work was such a luxury. 
 
Similar to Gail, who built an entire career in one company, Sophia attributed her smooth career 
progression to her manager’s feedback and support: 
     He’s a great manager. I think he’s very fair. He gives constructive feedback, never 
patronizing or condescending, and he is respectful. He himself is also very well-traveled 
and lives in a big city. He didn’t come from a big city, but he currently lives in a big city. 
He’s very open to different ideas. And even if you had a stupid idea, obviously he never 
made you feel bad about it. Like I said, he is very supportive in whatever career goals 
that I have. Like I said, as part of my job, you do have to present at conferences where 
they’re over one hundred to two hundred people, and he always would give me that 
chance to do it. I guess it helped having a manager that was very open-minded, is 
respectful of people’s differences, and is generally just very supportive of your career. 
 
After suffering emotional distress from not being recognized for her hard work, Fay 
shared how her manager made a significant impact on her well-being: 
     Thank God. I had an amazing manager that advocated for me…. I had a new manager 
that came in and was like, “Wait a second, you are way under-leveled. You need to be 
promoted immediately.” And it was like the clouds parted, the oceans parted, and I was 




For some participants, managers did not only enable career advancements, but also motivated 
them to take on business challenges. Haley shared the importance of having trust in her manager 
for her to be more willing to take on career challenges:   
     If I trust the manager and this is something that’s important to my manager, then I find 
more willingness to stick around. I had my first manager for seven years at my company, 
which was almost unheard of now. But I do find there’s an element of loyalty. Maybe 
that is cultural as well. Demonstrating loyalty is really important. That’s kind of not 





Many non-American-born immigrants spoke about how their family did not have the 
connections or understanding to help with their career decisions and planning. However, for the 
ones who considered their personal network as a contributing factor to their career advancement, 
they described the emotional support and direct help from their family and friends. Both Sophia 
and Tina shared how their spouses had played critical roles in their career progression. Tina 
disclosed how her spouse, who was a stay-at-home father, enabled her to dedicate time and 
energy to her career pursuit: 
     My husband is a great help. I definitely can’t do it without him. He is a full-time stay-
at-home dad, not just pandemic, but even before that. I can’t do my job if he doesn’t have 
the kids. He’s very supportive and I think maybe it’s because he grew up here or maybe 
it’s just his personality, but he’s also very good about speaking up. He reminds me to do 
that, and he’s very supportive. 
 
Sophia disclosed how her spouse had motivated her to try things out of her comfort zone: 
 
     More often than not, my husband will tell me that you need to go for it. I think my 
own personality tells me that I can’t do a lot of things. Whereas I think just by the sheer 
nature of just that he’s a guy and the fact that he’s been very successful. He basically 
pushes me. “You have to do the same thing as I did, and forget about the fear, forget 
about the fact that you can't do anything or you can’t do something.”   
 
As for Cathy, she shared how she found a safe space with her friends to keep each other’s 
sanity during the COVID pandemic: 
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     Ever since we started COVID and worked from home in March, I have virtual drinks 
with three other ladies. Two of them are Chinese, but all our backgrounds are somewhat 
different. One’s Black, and we literally hang out for an hour around five o’clock on 
Fridays, and we just talk. It could be about anything. And all of us are on different career 
journeys. All of us are senior, director-level and above, with about two decades of 
experience under our belt. So roughly the same age group, I think thirty-eight to forty-
two-ish. And we just talk about all sorts of things. We talked about the election, we 
talked about career paths, and I really feel like I belong there. And that’s helped. 
  
Without children of her own, Fay described how her nieces and nephews inspired her to 
be a change agent for the next generation:  
     I don’t have kids of my own, but my nieces and nephews may create some motivation 
for me to speak up more and to do the right thing so that they have a better world that 
they’re able to speak up. There’s that mission as I get older. It is not for myself, now it’s 




Beyond manager and personal network, enlisting support from sponsors and additional 
professional networks, including coach and/or mentor, was recognized as the most salient 
enablers for career advancement, regardless of industries or immigration status. Rachel shared 
how large financial organizations required at least 10 managing directors in agreement to support 
advancement to the executive level. She described how critical networking was for all who 
aspired to reach the executive level, not just for Asian American women: 
     You cannot possibly get to the necessary level without the ability to network…. It 
takes a long time because it has to be organic. I can tell you every single person that I 
spoke to who got to that level, regardless of whether they are immigrants, even including 
people here, they have valuable mentors and trusted advisors.... For me, the network is 
really important. I have mentors both inside the firm and outside the firm, but more 
importantly, networking is about building the relationships.  
 
Ivy had built her board of directors organically but proposed how important it was for 
Asian American women in their personal development and career advancement: 
     To create your own board of directors, so always have a coach, have a mentor, and 
have a sponsor. They all play very different roles. Because they play different roles, they 
are looking at different things for you. I didn’t have that until I was more senior because I 
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didn’t necessarily have people who were sharing those types of things with me…. The 
other important thing to do is to have people who are in very similar levels where you are 
seeking counsel, where you are both inside and outside of your industry. 
 
As someone who had worked as an independent consultant due to multiple career barriers in the 
established organization, Ellen described how she returned to a large corporation when a sponsor 
valued her integrity and respected her ways of working: 
     First of all, she created that safe space for me. She is not an American person, so that 
made me more comfortable to talk to her, but she’s been my mentor in a way. I talked to 
her and she said, “Okay, I accept that and I respect that you want to live with your own 
values and conviction, but just go to your office and make sure that you read everything 
that’s on the table, and do and follow the instructions.” She didn’t say anything, but when 
I came back to my desk, there was an envelope with my name on it with some flowers. 
When I opened the envelope, they offered me a full-time role as a senior vice president, 
which I couldn’t refuse. 
 
After constantly being the only Asian American woman throughout her career, Nancy 
shared her observations of others who struggled to ask for support and suggested her approach: 
     I’m not saying we don’t have the courage. We all do, but sometimes we need the 
push…. They just need to raise their hands and ask for the sponsorship. They just don’t 
realize they are there just because no one is coming and telling, “Hey, I know you can do 
this. I’ll sponsor you.” But it’s never that way, we would know our intuition is very 
powerful. So have the courage to ask for the sponsorship.  
 
In terms of how to build networks and gain sponsorship, some approached this through 
the organizational program. April disclosed how she was selected to a new mentoring program 
where she gained external perspectives on her efforts to advance her careers: 
     Within the company, we partner with an external company to do cross-mentoring with 
external mentors outside of the industry…. I was lucky to be picked into part of that 
program…. Because I think there’s something to be said about having an outside 
perspective. There’s pros and cons, but having an outside perspective helps me continue 
to find tactics, fine-tuning different things when I try to move up in the organization.  
 
Following her belief in taking ownership of her career, Una proposed a more organic approach 
and shared how she went about establishing the connections:  
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     When you find somebody around you, a peer, a mentor, or a colleague whom you 
admire, it could be people that I never met or worked with, but I listened to in a 
conference webinar…sometimes we connect and sometimes we don’t. I need to gauge 
the temperature, but I always prepare a set of topics that I feel would be the best use of 
that person’s time. It could be this particular writing, email, or time management. Any 
one of these could become our topics. Then, if I have a delight [to connect with them], 
that’s what I end up benefiting from. 
 
For participants who aspired to move up to senior executive roles, building and 
expanding a sponsorship circle were identified as determining enablers. Many participants shared 
their continuing struggles for sponsorship development. Cathy shared how she had not found a 
way to enlist the right sponsors for her next move: 
     I don’t think I’ve mastered networking, but I’ve found my style. What I’ve recently 
encountered, and I don’t know, whether it’s a bamboo ceiling or a glass ceiling, is that 
level of deep networking that you need to turn a relationship into a sponsorship. I’ve 
found the senior-level role, probably more than fifty percent of the time, it’s filled before 
it’s posted. I know a lot of people and I have a lot of relationships, that’s not the problem. 
The problem is, is there someone who already has me in mind for a position, especially if 
you’re trying to transition outside of your space? 
 
Beyond the personal efforts of these Asian American women, all diversity and inclusion 
practitioners believed that organizations could do more to facilitate the career progression of 
Asian American women. They agreed that it was an improvement for corporations to put more 
effort into leveling up women, including Black and Latinx Americans, but Asian American 
women might be overlooked in these complex political dynamics. All of them described how 
they challenged their companies to leverage the people planning process to identify minority 
women leaders and to provide the right exposure and development opportunities for their career 
advancement. Beyond Human Resources’ efforts, Zoe also convinced her company to showcase 
more minority women leaders in their internal or external communications platforms. She shared 





     Because the root cause is that people are unaccustomed to seeing Asian women as 
authority figures. Because they’ve never had that experience before. Because the largest 
social stereotype about Asian women is that we’re servants and we’re pleasers. We’re the 
happy and smiley flight attendant in the poster…. The best thing that companies can do is 
to actually consistently put images and messages out there that show the opposite of that. 
Showcasing and highlighting Asian women in dominant positions and making serious 
decisions. I know for a fact that being a very outspoken, very direct, and no-nonsense 
Asian female in my company will change some people’s beliefs about Asian women long 
term. 
 
Summary of Findings 
 
This chapter described three major findings from the study. The research questions were 
presented, followed by demographic information for all 26 study participants, including four 
diversity and inclusion practitioners, and the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale score analysis of 22 
Asian American women. An in-depth discussion of each major finding, including nuances of the 
participants’ career stages, industry, and immigration status, was presented. Moreover, the 
quotations used were intended to provide evidence of the experiences and perspectives of the 
research participants in relation to the research questions. 
The first finding indicated that the immigration process, industries, and career stages 
influenced how Asian American women experienced stereotypical perceptions of their leadership 
capability and organizational barriers against their upward opportunities as well as how personal 
factors impeded their career advancement. Moreover, career barriers were experienced through 
social interactions with others and were situated within an organizational context. 
The second finding identified how critical reflection was the catalyst to participants’ 
engagement in a series of learning and unlearning activities that facilitated self-efficacy and 
bicultural efficacy development. Given that career barriers were socially constructed 
experiences, their newly learned and/or unlearned behaviors and perspectives were also 
reinforced through interpersonal validation and organizational recognition beyond intrinsic 
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motivation, which, in turn, facilitated the career actions that rendered upward mobility as a 
career outcome.  
The third finding suggested that Asian American women did not act alone, but enlisted 
support from their professional and personal networks to help advance their careers. Moreover, 
many of them became change agents to extend personal support and remove organizational 
barriers for other minorities in their career advancement. Lastly, they attributed organizational 
support such as an employee resources group and leadership development programs to their 
executive development and career progression.   
The three key findings presented and discussed in this chapter helped to address this 
study’s research questions, which aimed to understand how Asian American women learn and 
what activities they have engaged in to overcome career barriers to achieve upward mobility at 





ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION, AND DISCUSSION 
 
Overview 
The purpose of this research was to explore the career experiences of 26 Asian American 
women and how they learned and what additional activities they engaged in to overcome career 
barriers to achieve career upward mobility at Fortune 500 companies.  
The previous chapter outlined the findings of quantitative data on demographic 
information and the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale of 22 Asian American women, in addition to 
qualitative data from in-depth interviews with 22 participants, including four diversity and 
inclusion practitioners, and a 90-minute focus group of four participants. The data were coded, 
analyzed, and organized first by research question and then by categories and subcategories 
guided by the conceptual framework, as depicted in Chapter II. The findings were structured to 
answer the following three research questions:   
1. How do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their 
careers?  
2. How do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face? 
3. What other activities do they engage in to advance their career?  
This chapter provides in-depth analysis, interpretation, and discussion of the findings to 
address how Asian American women learn to overcome career barriers to achieve career upward 
mobility through three analytic categories. The discussion takes into consideration the literature 
on intersectionality, leadership, and adult learning. The implications of the analysis are intended 
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to understand how findings contribute to and extend what is already known about key aspects of 
facilitating minority women’s career upward mobility in Corporate America.  
Analytic Categories 
Three relevant analytic categories emerged from the findings: (a) the relationship 
between participants’ intersectional factors and social and historical contexts situating the 
experiences; (b) perceptions of what Asian American women needed to learn and unlearn and 
how they acquired the learning and unlearning they needed; and (c) actions and supports 
facilitating desired career outcomes. The analytic categories are directly aligned with each of this 
study’s research questions and grounded in the critical race theory perspective. As merely 
engaging in the critical inquiry about career barriers would withhold the status quo implicitly 
(Collins, 2019), therefore, in addition to depicting the career barriers of Asian American women, 
the study engaged in critical analysis on how they learned, what activities they had engaged in, 
and additional organizational supports needed to facilitate their career upward mobility.   
In addressing the first and second research questions, participants’ intersectional factors, 
such as race, gender, and immigration status, woven in complex ways that led to a distinct and 
unique social realities corresponding with their social (e.g., Fortune 500 companies or industry) 
and historical contexts (e.g., COVID pandemic). Their unique social realities constructed career 
barriers that prompted Asian American women to respond with action and influence their 
bicultural efficacy development.   
Beyond addressing Asian American women’s understanding of what they needed to learn 
and how they acquired this learning when they confronted career barriers, the second analytic 
category also focused on the types of the unlearning and unlearning process in response to their 
personal barriers stemmed from Asian cultures, values, and gender norms. The importance of 
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this finding is twofold: (a) it expands the body of research on the concept and process of 
unlearning; and (b) it demystifies the “black box” of how Asian American women achieve career 
mobility while facing career barriers.    
Lastly, the third analytic category, linked to Research Question 3, included patterns of 
actions, activities, and supporting factors that facilitate career upward mobility and secure 
desired career outcomes. Since Asian American women’s career barriers are situated in the social 
and organizational context, they cannot achieve career upward mobility merely through 
individual efforts. Social and organizational enablers are critical to reinforcing learning mastery 
and career mobility actions as well as to secure desired career outcomes. Each analytic category 
is further analyzed and synthesized in the next section. 
Analytic Category 1 
The relationship between participants’ intersectional factors and social and 
historical contexts situating the experiences.  
Based on the demographic findings, a majority of the Asian American women who 
participated in this study identified as non-American-born immigrants who were married with 
one or two children. They were all highly educated with at least bachelor’s degrees. A majority 
of them had at least 21 years of professional experience and came from three ethnic groups: 
Chinese/Taiwanese, South Korean, and Indian.  
While participants described how they experienced career barriers, they also shared how 
the same factors fueled their motivation to master these experiences and to take actions that 
would help them achieve career mobility. None of the participants described their efforts as 
shattering the glass or bamboo ceilings; they were more about defining and redefining their 
personal identities, career aspirations, and places in the family, in the organization, and in the 
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world. All of them shared strong optimism, as Bandura (2001) did, that “people are the 
procedures as well as products of the social system” (p. 1) and “one has the power to produce 
effects by one’s actions” (p. 15). As their intersectional identities were situated in the social  
and historical context, their career experiences were constantly evolving in response to 
environmental changes. Seven participants mentioned how the COVID pandemic had negatively 
impacted their career decisions and actions. Some had to postpone their career aspirations to care 
for young children whose educations were disrupted, while others struggled to find ways to enlist 
types of sponsors who could help with career mobility on executive levels. Although the COVID 
pandemic was not identified as a prominent factor in this finding, it is worthy of mentioning here 
because an early report on its impact on women career progression has been discouraging 
(Thomas et al., 2020). 
Several intersectional factors influenced how Asian American women experienced career 
barriers and learning mastery. The details are included in Evidence Table 5.1.  
Table 5.1 
 
Evidence Table of Analytic Category 1 
 
The relationship between participants’ intersectional factors and social and historical contexts 
situating the experiences: 
Intersectional Factors Evidence 
Immigration status 
• A majority of executive participants identified as American-born immigrants 
were 45 years and younger, while almost all participants except one 
identified as American-born immigrants were 45 years and older.  
• Participants who immigrated as adults reported higher perceived Bicultural 
Self-efficacy Scale scores than those who immigrated as children and/or who 
were American-born participants. 
• Participants who immigrated as adults reported additional personal barriers 
as lacking social ability and communication ability as well as additional 
learnings to acquire cultural understanding and communication ability. 
• Participants who were non-American-born immigrants found managers to be 
much more critical in their career development, while American-born 
immigrant reported their personal network were much more critical in their 




• 64% of participants in technology industry reported being the only one Asian 
American woman engineer or functional leader versus 18% of participants in 
financial industry reported such organizational barrier. 
• Participants in the financial industry reported higher perceived Bicultural 
Self-efficacy Scale scores than those who were in the technology industry. 
• At beginning of their careers, 55% of participants in the financial industry 
learned how to manage their perceptions, compared to 9% of participants in 
the technology industry. 
• While moving up, 82% of participants in the financial industry continuously 
learned to manage their perceptions, compared to 36% of participants in the 
technology industry.  
Mid-career stage 
 
• Compared to at the beginning of their careers and in the executive roles, 
participants in both the technology and financial industries experienced more 
barriers related to stereotypical perceptions about their Asian American 
woman identity, in addition to organizational factors against their career 
advancements. Additionally, they also became more aware of how their 
career actions stemmed from Asian values or gender norms that impeded 
their career progressions.  
• At mid-career stage, to achieve career progression, a majority of the 
participants focused on mastering the experiences (86%) and taking the 
actions (64%) that facilitated career upward mobility, and about half of them 
reported that they deliberately changed how they acted or thought to 
overcome barriers stemming from Asian culture values or gender norms. 
• All diversity and inclusion practitioners supported that Asian American 
women would not progress to executive roles if they did not unlearn certain 
Asian values or gender norms that went against organizational expectations 
of leadership behaviors.   
 
The most distinct factor was their immigration status. Although the study did not focus 
on when the participants reached the executive level, a majority of executive participants who 
identified as American-born immigrants were 45 years old and younger, while almost all 
participants except one identified as non-American-born immigrants who were 46 years and 
older. Furthermore, according to the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (David et al., 2009) results, 
participants who immigrated as adults had higher bicultural self-efficacy than those who 
immigrated as children and or who were American-born participants. The findings from the 
qualitative data provided the grounding for how participants’ immigration status influenced their 
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early career experiences, how they learned, and what actions they took to establish their 
perceived bicultural efficacy.  
Participants who immigrated as adults reported additional challenges in mastering 
business communication and/or cultural references and norms, especially at the beginning of 
their careers. They were constantly being reminded of their “outsider” status when they received 
explicit feedback on exhibiting culturally inappropriate behaviors, suffered alienation from 
colleagues in social events, or felt deeply disconnected from discussions beyond technical topics. 
Because there were constant reminders of their differences through social interactions, 
participants reported excessive effort to acquire language skills, immersing themselves in 
cultural activities, and studying social references and norms. In addition to describing how they 
became more competent in communicating ideas and understanding cultural references, they also 
shared how their identities had evolved so that they could live and work more effectively in both 
groups without compromising one cultural identity versus another.  
Because Asian American women who immigrated as adults tended to establish firm 
identities, they perceived greater confidence in their ability to communicate ideas, enact role 
repertoires, and understand the knowledge and values of their cultures of origins. Therefore, 
when they acquired more competency in various aspects of the second culture, they understood 
their experiences as developing bicultural efficacy (LaFromboise et al., 1993). On the contrary, 
for participants who immigrated as young children or were born as citizens, the definition of 
their culture of origin was already a blended one. A few participants described how English was 
not their mother tongue and how they were “assigned” with an Asian identity in their social 
interactions; thus, their understandings of being bicultural differed from those who immigrated 
as adults. Hence, they might not have sufficient communication ability, cultural knowledge, 
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references, or role repertoires corresponding with their inherited culture. Consequently, it might 
have been challenging for them to assign higher ratings to all items in the Bicultural Self-
Efficacy Scale (David et al., 2009).  
For American-born participants, the concept of code switching (Saville-Troike, 1981), 
which indicates that a person who can alternate behavior appropriate to two targeted cultures is 
less anxious than one who is assimilating into the dominant culture, may be a more fitting way to 
describe these participants’ experiences. As Cathy described, “At home, I don’t question my 
mom. There’s also deference to senior managers, especially when I was an analyst and an 
associate. But at the same time, I was also very loud and vocal. There is a dichotomy to me.” The 
participants knew when and how to enact certain role repertoires to fulfill contextual demands. 
When they reported personal barriers such as not knowing how to speak up, stemming from the 
cultural value of maintaining harmonious relationships, the focus was specific in a certain 
domain instead of pervasive, such as in understanding cultural references about jokes or political 
satires, as with the participants who immigrated as adults.  
Additionally, the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale (David et al., 2009) was first developed 
by relying on college students as the sample groups. The subsequent validation studies tended to 
have similar age and educational backgrounds (Carrera & Wei, 2014; Wei et al., 2010). The 
scale has not been widely tested on working professionals who are over 40 years old. Therefore, 
with this insight, the relationship between higher bicultural efficacy and better career upward 
mobility might be more applicable to Asian American women who immigrated as adults, while 
the ability to code switch was a catalyst for career advancement among those who immigrated as 
children or were born as citizens.   
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The second apparent factor that differentiated how participants experienced early or mid-
career barriers was the industry. For Asian American women in the technology industry, 
especially when they started their careers in the Midwest region (e.g., Nancy and Olga) or when 
they were first-generation women engineers (e.g., Gail and Ellen), they were often the only 
women or Asian Americans in various organizational contexts. As the industry factor was 
compounded by their new immigration status, the researcher felt the emotional distress caused by 
the barriers sounded unbearable during the interviews. Many participants were able to recall very 
vividly critical incidents that happened more than 20 years ago, along with the associated 
emotions of loneliness, confusion, and anger. They were able to describe details of social 
interactions or conversations that prompted their motivations to take ownership of their careers 
instead of being victims of environmental forces. 
Although more women are entering the technology field, the representation of Asian 
American women remains an industry challenge. Even American-born participants, who were 
able to reach the executive level at a younger age (e.g., Betty and Lily), shared how lacking peers 
or role models challenged them to feel a sense of belonging. Fay, who was in the HR function of 
a technology firm, used the phrase “White Wall” to describe the impenetrable barriers beyond 
the junior executive level. For those who achieved senior executive roles, the sense of loneliness 
in being the only Asian American woman was profound. Their career stories gave grounding to a 
report by the Ascend Foundation that Asian American women are the least likely group to be 
promoted to executive roles in large technology corporations (Gee & Peck, 2016). The race-
occupation fit theory, proposed by Sy and et al. (2010), might explain why people have low 
confidence in Asian American women’s leadership capability in the technology field. Because 
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Asian American women are not stereotypically perceived as having high competence in engineer 
positions, they tend to be less likely perceived as competent leaders in the technology field.  
By contrast, participants in the financial industry suffered a different type of invisibility 
at the beginning of their careers. Because many of them started with a cohort group or rotation 
program in large banks or top consulting firms, which tend to be known for campus diversity 
recruitments, they were perceived as “one of them.” Unless Asian American women were able to 
differentiate themselves to make impressions, they were rarely seen or known as individuals. 
Both Wendy and Zoe, the diversity and inclusion practitioners who started their careers from 
consulting firms, described how people tended to confuse the identities of Asian American 
women juniors or did not make efforts to know them on a personal level. Although lack of 
individuality did not prevent early career advancement, it did pose threats to upward mobility 
beyond the mid-managerial level. How they experienced career barriers might be the reason why 
about half of the participants in the financial industry began to master perception management at 
the beginning of their careers to differentiate themselves for the rest of their career progression. 
The third factor that impacted participants’ career upward mobility was the mid-career 
stage. The diversity and inclusion practitioners attested that the rules to gain success in the 
education setting and early career context no longer worked for Asian American women beyond 
the mid-managerial level. In her book Stuck: Why Asian Americans Don’t Reach the Top of the 
Corporate Ladder, Margaret M. Chin (2020) described how Asian Americans subscribe to the 
“playbook,” which focuses on working hard, acquiring technical skills, and meeting checkmarks 
for education achievement and early career progression, but they soon realize that the playbook 
holds them back at the mid-career level. The participants in Chin’s study shared that the  
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playbook did not detail how they can develop leadership behaviors that deviate from Asian 
cultural values or how they should shift leadership behaviors to advocate for organizational 
changes that address discrimination and promote inclusion. As the participants in the present 
study became aware of how behaviors and perspectives honored by the Asian culture or value 
system were no longer effective, they engaged in specific learning and unlearning activities and 
enlisted additional support to help them overcome career barriers and achieve desired career 
outcomes, as is explored in the next two analytic categories.  
Based on these findings, all participants, regardless of their industries and early career 
progression, reported experiencing different degrees of organizational barriers at the mid-career 
level beyond personal factors. Even when they earned confidence from their managers to lead a 
team or large-scale project, they had to find ways to convince colleagues, HR professionals, or 
other leaders in the organization to believe in their capabilities. All diversity and inclusion 
practitioners disclosed that they had heard either direct or coded comments about Asian 
American women not being leader-like in talent review meetings. For example, Zoe attributed 
how Asian American women often showed up in the media as service providers or technical 
experts and did not offer opportunities for people to imagine them in authority or leadership 
roles. She disclosed that she received frequent compliments on her unapologetic and no-
nonsense attitude and had to confront their assumptions by saying: 
     “Well, that’s sad because most of the Asian females I know are actually like me. If 
I’m the first Asian female like this that you’ve ever met, that means that somehow in 
your life, you have come off as an untrustworthy person, and Asian women have not  
felt comfortable being themselves around you.” They’re like, “Oh,” and I continued, 






A study by Toosi and et al. (2019) supported Zoe’s personal experience and observations 
that Asian American women perceive themselves with high confidence but often do not display 
this outwardly due to fear of punishment for acting out their expected stereotypes such as being 
shy and submissive (Ghavami & Pelau, 2013). This paradoxical challenge poses dilemmas for 
Asian American women who are told to be more assertive, yet might suffer backlash when their 
behaviors do not fulfill people’s biased perceptions. In this study, participants who achieved 
senior executive roles shared how they were comfortable dealing with mansplaining, welcoming 
debates, and inserting riskier comments in a public arena. Therefore, the implication is that Asian 
American women, who desire to achieve the C-suite, do not only need to break from 
stereotypical perceptions about their identities, but also need to master displaying their 
confidence without worrying about potential consequences.  
Analytic Category 2 
Perceptions of what Asian American women needed to learn and unlearn and how 
they acquired the learning and unlearning they needed.  
As for how Asian American women’s career experiences in this study were situated in 
the social and historical context, what and how they needed to learn and unlearn were determined 
by life demands associated with their multifaceted social identities; additionally, their growing 
reservoirs of life experiences were the source of their learning and unlearning. This observation 
fits into Knowles’ (1980) assumptions about adult learners. What is lacking from Knowles’ 
(1980, 1984) perspective is the influence of social milieu on adult learners’ learning ability 
(Garrison, 1997). Although participants shared how they were intrinsically motivated to deliver 
great work with high career aspirations, they did find that social demands dictated what was  
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worth knowing and how that knowledge should be used (Candy, 1991). All participants in the 
study shared their passions for continuous learning and described their readiness for and 
competence in formal learnings (e.g., gaining professional certifications, reading self-help books, 
or taking a business-writing class). This finding echoes studies on self-directedness as a learner 
attribute and character, in that women executives have higher readiness for engaging in self-
directed learning (Guglielmino, 1996; Zsiga et al., 2009). However, many of them, especially at 
the beginning of their career, experienced what Garrison (1997) has proposed as their readiness 
to engage in contextual demands, such as organizational preferences for more assertive 
leadership behaviors or adequate cultural knowledge in social settings, which impact their 
learning abilities and motivations. Moreover, it was usually when their performance or career 
prospects were compromised that participants started becoming aware of their unreadiness to 
unlearn. The detailed patterns are described in Evidence Table 5.2.  
Table 5.2 
 
Evidence Table of Analytic Category 2 
 
Perceptions of what Asian American women needed to learn and unlearn and how they acquired 




• A majority of participants reported experiencing perceptual (73%), 
organizational (95%), and personal (100%) barriers that impeded their career 
upward mobility in the organizational context. 
Self-directed learning 
• A majority of participants reported engaging in formal learning (77%) and 
observational learning (64%). 
• A majority of participants reported engaging in transformative unlearning—
wisping (77%), and only 14% of participants engaged in transformative 
unlearning—deep unlearning. 
Critical reflection • A majority of participants reported engaging in critical reflection (85%).  
External validation • A majority of participants reported engaging in critical reflection (82%). 
Unlearning process 
• Figure 4.1, Illustration of how critical reflection and external validation 






Critical reflection was a thought process that a majority of the participants experienced as 
prompting their readiness for learning. Two types of critical reflections were described by 
participants. The first type was similar to what Marsick and Watkins (2001) proposed as a trigger 
or surprise to their prior experiences without conscious awareness in everyday working and 
living encounters that “offer a challenge, a problem to be resolved, or a vision of a future state” 
(p. 29) and they become aware of the learning through “retrospective recognition” (p. 6). 
Quinn’s experience was an example: “This is all rearview mirror. I did not have that 
understanding at all when I was growing up. But I attribute it to the immigrant mindset.” 
Subsequently, they may have taken on and practiced new actions and behavioral habits without 
consciously and deliberately reflecting on the impact of these changes over time (Taylor, 1994). 
This type of critical reflection tends to occur when participants try to resolve business 
importance, expand capacity due to role changes, or confront technical challenges (e.g., public 
speaking or project management skills). For example, Mary gave an example of how she 
adjusted into her role after a recent promotion: 
     Well, to be very honest, it’s not a realization that I’ve had for many years and sat on it. 
Anytime you have a new promotion or whatever you get settled in that position and 
you’re trying to figure it out, it’s more like, as you are, at some point you just start 
thinking about, hey, am I getting to the comfort zone of where I am at?   
 
The second type is similar to what Mezirow (1990) proposed involves critiquing and 
raising the question of previously held assumptions that prompt changes in one’s beliefs, a point 
of view, or an entire perspective. Critical reflection happens on the conscious level when 
individuals are confronted by disorienting dilemmas in which deeply held worldviews no longer 
help them fulfill environmental demands or intrinsic motivations. In this study, most participants 
were able to articulate this type of critical reflection in dealing with career barriers, especially 
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when their core values or identities were deeply disrupted. After feeling disconnected from 
colleagues in most social conversations, Olga questioned herself: “If I am going to work and live 
in this country, I cannot keep my personal space back in Asia.” As the result of this critical 
reflection, she was more ready to engage in learning activities such as participating in cultural 
events, managing her accent, and studying cultural references. Gradually, Olga realized that her 
personal identities were also evolved enough that she could effectively function in both cultures 
in addition to being accepted as “one of them.” As for Ivy, her assumption about being a good 
wife and mother was confronted by her divorce. She realized that becoming a strong and 
independent woman could also be a role model for her children. Once she unlearned what she 
was taught about gender expectations, she took a series of actions that facilitated her promotion 
to executive roles. Participants in this study who engaged in unlearning cultural values, gender 
expectations, or other self-limiting beliefs had gone through a second type of critical reflection. It 
was a conscious process to critique how effective their beliefs and assumptions were in dealing 
with career barriers. The relationship between critical reflection and unlearning is further 
explored in the next section. 
Transformative Unlearning 
The concept of unlearning has not been widely explored in the adult learning field and 
only limited literature has examined what is unlearning, how unlearning happens, and the 
unlearning process (Hislop et al., 2014). A majority of participants in the study described how 
unlearning was the catalyst for them to achieve career upward mobility. The study intended to 
explore the concept of the unlearning and unlearning process based on the participants’ career 
experiences and the tenets of adult learning theories.   
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Based on the participants’ experiences and existing theories about transformative 
unlearning, the transformative unlearning in this context was about reducing the influence of old 
knowledge of one’s perspectives and behaviors (e.g., Tawa, 2016), so that unlearned values or 
behaviors are not permanently “lost”; rather, the individual deliberately discontinues using them 
without making judgments on whether the old values or behaviors are inferior to the newly 
adapted ones (Hislop et al., 2014; Tsang & Zarah, 2008) to fulfill contextual demands. 
Therefore, transformative unlearning is not simply an unintentional forgetting process (Easterby-
Smith & Lyle, 2011) or an elimination of associated internal responses toward external 
stimulation (Akgün et al., 2007). Furthermore, Asian American women can still access their 
unlearned cultural values or beliefs and display unlearned behaviors in certain contexts.  
According to Rushmer and Davies (2004), there are three types of transformative 
unlearning and two are applicable to Asian American women’s experiences. The first one is 
wiping, which is an externally imposed process that results in the deliberate change of a 
particular way of acting or thinking. During the interviews, most participants described their 
unlearning as being similar to wiping in that they unlearned the beliefs and behaviors that being 
quiet, submissive, and keeping the head down could not take them far at Fortune 500 companies; 
however, they did not fully discontinue their Asian values of respecting parents or maintaining 
gender expectations as the children’s primary caretakers. They still enacted these behaviors in 
the context where the beliefs and behaviors were valued (e.g., at home or with parents). 
Although the participants reported that they did not change their entire worldviews, wiping still 
required the type of critical reflection that critiqued or raised questions about their previously 
held beliefs or attitudes and they “lost the prior ways of seeing the reality” (MacDonald, 2002,  
p. 174).   
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The second type of transformative unlearning is called deep unlearning, which refers to a 
sudden confrontation of inadequacy in the substantive view of the world and the coping 
capability (Rushmer & Davies, 2004). Deep unlearning is similar to Mezirow’s (1990) 
perspective transformation, in that participants no longer subscribe to Asian cultures or gender 
expectations, and their behaviors change is persistent, despite social contexts. Only five out of 26 
participants (two were diversity and inclusion practitioners) described the deep unlearning 
experiences during the interviews. Interestingly both Ivy and Lily described how they unlearned 
that they could make compromises on their career advancements because either the husband was 
not ready for a career-minded wife or having career ambition was a “selfish” Western value. As 
for Zoe, the diversity and inclusion executive, she articulated how she evolved from the impostor 
syndrome by unlearning the belief that she was inferior to a son in an Asian household and to a 
White man leader in the professional environment. Although Rushmer and Davies (2004) 
proposed that only deep unlearning involves the potentially painful and psycho-emotional 
process, according to the participants’ experiences, wiping could also trigger profound distress 
and disappointment once when they realized that what took them to Fortune 500 companies did 
not take them far up the corporate ladder. Appendix O details the participants’ transformative 
unlearning experiences and examples.  
After clarifying the definition of transformative unlearning, what prompted it to happen, 
and types of transformative unlearning, this section next details the transformative unlearning 
process. MacDonald (2002) has conceptualized a three-step model: (a) receptiveness, when a 
person becomes aware of different perspectives and viewpoints and is prepared to consider 
alternatives; (b) recognition, when the person acknowledges the veracity of the alternatives and  
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the limitations of the existing perspectives; and (c) grieving, when the person comes to terms 
with losing the foundational assumptions that brought certainty and security. The model 
proposed by MacDonald (2002) described how a person becomes ready for unlearning but does 
not seem sufficient to capture how unlearned perspectives or behaviors stick. Moreover, critical 
reflection needs to happen between receptiveness and recognition, as all participants reported 
that they were aware of different values, beliefs, or behaviors, but did not consider the limitations 
of existing ones until they started questioning their effectiveness. Lastly, the participants did not 
always experience the grieving step, especially for wiping; some adopted behaviors and attitudes 
to fulfill context demands without losing the security of foundational assumptions. 
Based on the four sequential stages of observational learning from Bandura (1973), Lent 
and et al. (2017) examined how an individual’s learning experiences impact self-efficacy 
development. Their study suggested that mastery of experiences (e.g., experiencing success) and 
observational learning are indicators of higher self-efficacy (Lent et al., 2017), compared to 
verbal persuasion (e.g., receiving encouragement) and physiological and affective states (e.g., 
experiencing positive emotions). According to this finding, participants emphasized the 
importance of external validation such as verbal compliments, feedback, or career advancement 
as primary reinforcers of their confidence in unlearning mastery. As career barriers are socially 
constructed experiences and the need for unlearning is triggered through social interactions, 
making unlearned beliefs or behaviors stick also requires social reinforcements of their 
motivation and confidence in continuous unlearning engagement.  
Figure 5.1 illustrates the process of how Asian American women unlearn Asian cultural 
values and gender expectations based on the literature of transformative learning and social- 
 
168 
cognitive theory and grounded in Asian American women’s career experiences. Through social 
interactions, Asian American women became aware of alternative viewpoints or behaviors, but 
they only acknowledge the limitations of the existing perspectives and the veracity of the 
alternatives after critically reflecting on social encounters. Once they develop readiness through 
recognition, they need to observe the model displaying the opposite or alternative behaviors; they 
need to cease believing the old perspective as the only source of truth or the old behavior as the 
only repertoire to fulfill all contextual demands. Moreover, through repetitive verbal 
encouragement or actual rewards (e.g., promotion), their unlearned perspectives, beliefs, and 
behaviors are reinforced in that they will only access them in appropriate contexts.  
Figure 5.1  
The Transformative Unlearning Process 
 
Analytic Category 3 
Actions and supports facilitating desired career outcomes.  
In addition to learning technical knowledge and leadership skills and unlearning Asian 
cultural values and behaviors and/or gender expectations, participants also engaged in additional 
actions and activities that facilitated career advancement. Table 5.3 provides evidence of actions 






Evidence Table of Analytic Category 3 
 
Actions and supports facilitating desired career outcomes: 
Actions and Supports Evidence 
Career mobility actions 
• Participants reported three actions that facilitated career upward mobility, 
including being a change agent (86%), planning career proactively (82%), 
and exploiting fortuity (65%).  
Experiences mastery 
• Participants reported four experiences that facilitate executive 
development, including developing leadership capability (100%), 
managing perception (91%), exuding confidence (91%), and asking for 
feedback (41%). 
Organizational support 
• Participants reported following organizational supports helpful in 
advancing their careers: employee resources group (55%), leadership 
program (41%), manager (77%), additional network (e.g., coach/mentor) 
(77%), sponsor (64%), personal network (e.g., spouse/friends) and external 
organizational activities (55%). 
 
The findings identified three career mobility actions—be a change agent, plan career 
proactively, and exploit fortuity—that a majority of the women undertook to facilitate their 
career progression. Moreover, the participants also reported that mastering these four critical 
experiences—ask for feedback, exude confidence, build leadership capability, and manage 
perceptions—helped their executive development. What facilitated the career success of 
participants echoed the seven out of eight individual success factors identified by Sy and et al. 
(2017) on how East Asian descent executives achieve executive roles; these include leadership 
branding, leadership aspirations, career determinism, cultural inclusion, leadership aspiration, 
cultural acumen, and rules of success.  
While individual efforts are key to Asian American women’s success, the intention of 
this study was to engage in a critical inquiry of their career experiences and present counter-
narratives of the model minority. The origin of the model minority depicted how Asians as an 
immigrant group were able to achieve education and socioeconomic success by bootstrapping  
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individuals and families out of barriers without government intervention (Peterson, 1966). This 
narrative is often used against other racial minorities and perpetuates the myth of meritocracy, in 
which any group can succeed in attaining the American Dream if they work hard and hold tight 
to the right values (Li, 2014). On the other hand, Asian Americans also internalize such beliefs 
and take the pride in “the ideal of the self-made Asian American” (Chin, 2020, p. 51). In the 
organizational context, the model minority narrative gives the illusion that Asian Americans do 
not need any intervention and support to equalize their disadvantages in career advancement, 
especially when in a certain industry such as finance, Asian Americans are well represented in 
entry-level roles. As Asian American women are less memorable and visible compared to White 
men and women and Asian American men (Ghavami & Pelau 2013; Tinkler & Et al., 2019) and 
have achieved the highest education attainments (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], 2017) and income compared to other minority men and women (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics [BLS], 2020), Asian American women can easily be considered a well-to-do group that 
has been neglected by the organization’s diversity and inclusion index, which could contribute to 
their being stuck at the mid-career level. In the next section, the analysis focuses on 
organizational opportunities identified by participants to facilitate their career upward mobility.  
The participants indicated that they enlisted supports from their professional network, 
including manager, sponsor, mentor, and coach, to facilitate their career advancement. Their 
mentors and coaches might be embedded within an organization through formal programs or 
work relationships, or the participant establishes relationships with them through previous 
employment, external professional networks, or paid services. In their studies on the impacts of 
diversity programs, Dobbin and Kalev (2016) identified mentoring programs and a diversity 
taskforce, an assembled team to design and executive diversity intervention programs, as the 
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most effective programs, which increased 24% of Asian American women to managerial roles in 
a 5-year span. Although participants attributed mentoring to career rules knowledge and 
emotional support in career decisions, they made limited contributions to actual career 
advancements, especially when Asian American women moved beyond entry-level positions. 
Conversely, manager and sponsor, embedded within the organizational structure, were 
influencers with political currency toward career mobility outcomes, according to participants.  
While not all managers played an instrumental role in participants’ career journeys, a 
majority of participants considered at least one of their managers as the primary sponsor who 
provided developmental feedback, supported their career aspirations, and fought for their 
promotion and advancement. The manager in this context could be someone who was directly 
responsible for their performance or oversaw their work a few levels above. Participants who 
encountered managers as sponsors early in their careers tended to be better shielded from career 
barriers. This did not detract from the fact that career barriers still existed, but it did relieve 
participants from being overly exposed to discrimination or bias. For example, Mary shared how 
her manager received rejections from his peers that she was not leader-ready, but he still pushed 
the promotion through and only disclosed the information to Mary when she became more 
established as a manager. Kelly reported that her external client explicitly said to her that he did 
not want to work with “the girl in the black dress,” but her manager stepped in and threatened to 
pull the project if the client did not give her respect. Additionally, these managers also steered 
greater career aspirations that helped participants to have more confidence in their ambitions. 
Gail described how, 20 years later, she still used the mantra of “Why not me?” which her 
manager taught her in order to coach younger women or first-generation college graduate 
professionals to believe in themselves.  
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In extending her research report for the Harvard Business Review (Hewlett et al., 2010), 
Hewlett (2013) made a statement with her book title, Forget a Mentor, Find a Sponsor: The New 
Way to Fast-Track Your Career, to illustrate the impact of a sponsor. In her study, women with 
sponsors do not just feel more satisfied with their rate of advancement, but they are also more 
likely to ask for stretch assignments and pay raises. Ang (2018) further defined a sponsor as an 
influential senior manager who gives the sponsees exposure to other executives, protects them 
from negative publicity or damaging contacts with other senior executives, and fights to get their 
people promoted.  
Although she is the proponent of closing the gender gap on the executive level through 
sponsorship, Hewlett (2013) also warned about the potential pitfalls of sexual advancement from 
a male sponsor to the female sponsee, and the negative impact on the woman’s reputation and 
career prospect, whether she gives in to establish an affair or reports it as a sexual harassment 
violation. Of all participants, only one reported a sexual harassment incident from a male senior 
leader and suffered the rumor that she slept her way to a promotion early on in her career. Since 
disclosing such incidents requires courage and more in-depth contact, participants might not 
have felt safe and secure about revealing such information during the 1-hour research interview. 
Therefore, this finding cannot answer if and how Asian American women experience such 
pitfalls in their pursuit of sponsors. However, what participants shared was the challenge to turn 
mentors into sponsors or to identify the types of sponsors who are willing to promote their moves 
from mid-management to the executive level or from junior executives to more senior roles. 
Daisey revealed that her company still had all-boys’ golf outings on the weekends and, as a 




Instead of letting individuals seek out sponsors, Hewlett et al. (2010) suggested that 
companies take ownership to establish more robust and structured programs that make 
sponsorship safe and focus on the companies’ talent pipeline. Nancy gave an example, sharing 
how she was introduced to a senior executive sponsor from another function in the leadership 
development program, and the executives came to know her well through various structured 
learning activities. The employee resources group had a similar impact as many participants 
credited their exposure to executives outside of their immediate teams to planning and 
organizing events and activities together. From the perspectives of the diversity and inclusion 
practitioners, mentoring and sponsorship programs are good interventions but not sufficient; the 
organizations could do more to create systematic changes by elevating the profiles of Asian 
American women in the public press, internal communications, and talent planning meetings. 
Having a diversity manager in talent reviews pushes managers to give rationales that justify their 
decisions about promotions and send messages that the organization cares about diversity and 
inclusion practices (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). The interviews with the diversity and inclusion 
practitioners supported the findings of Debbin and Kalev (2016) that they, in fact, played an 
instrumental role in the talent review meetings by confronting others’ biased perceptions or 
assessments of the leadership potentials of Asian American women, which could make an impact 
on individuals’ career trajectories, particularly when their career progression is not tracked by the 
organizational diversity index as is the case with other racial minority groups. 
Summary  
In this chapter, three analytic categories presented the key patterns of findings with the 
goal of gaining deeper insights into how Asian American women overcame barriers to achieve 
career upward mobility at Fortune 500 companies. In summary, the discussion illustrates the 
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multifaceted and complex nature of achieving career upward mobility in Corporate America as 
an Asian American woman. Intersectional factors situated in the social and historical contexts 
were considered as influencing Asian American women’s career barrier experiences. Moreover, 
the chapter explained what Asian American women feel they need to learn and unlearn and how 
they acquire the learning and unlearning they need to overcome these career barriers. The 
interpretation of the findings also suggested what additional actions and organizational supports 
are facilitators to desired career outcomes.   
The endeavor of analyzing the findings through three analytic categories produced a 
nuanced and multitiered, but holistic and integrated synthesis. The researcher performed 
extensive within- and across-case analyses and found three distinct intersectional and social 
factors that situate Asian American women’s career barriers experiences. The first factor was 
their immigration process and status, how these influenced their bicultural efficacy development, 
and how the women navigated between organizational context and personal space in dealing 
with career barriers. Asian American women who immigrated as adults encountered challenges 
in communication, cultural knowledge, and role repertoires early in their careers, and dedicated 
their efforts and attention to acquiring knowledge of these areas which, in turn, increased their 
functioning in both cultures. By contrast, Asian American women who were born as citizens or 
immigrated as minors developed blended identities and perspectives so that it was not simply an 
either-or response but more so a modification of their behaviors to fulfill contextual demands. 
The second factor was an industry in which Asian American women situated their 
careers. For example, Asian American women in the technology industry continuously suffered 
scarce representations throughout their careers that they had to fight against occupationally-unfit 
perceptions beyond stereotypical biases against Asian Americans. Meanwhile, Asian American 
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women in the financial industry tended to be invisible unless when they could differentiate 
themselves from the rest of Asian Americans to be recognized at the beginning of their careers. 
Regardless of their industries, mid-career was identified as the stage at which they experienced 
the most barriers, while what made them successful in the past impeded their future career 
prospects. Asian American women realized that their behaviors stemming from cultural values or 
gender expectations prevented them from being seen as the executive type. Lastly, the COVID 
pandemic was also identified as an environmental force that impeded career upward mobility for 
some because of childcare and personal responsibilities or lack of networking opportunities 
required for career advancement in executive roles.  
The perception of what Asian American women needed to learn and unlearn and how 
they acquired the learning and unlearning they needed was also situated in interactional factors 
and social contexts. Although Asian American women shared their passions and competence in 
formal learnings, they became aware of their unreadiness to fulfill contextual demands when 
their performances or career prospects were compromised. Barriers to advance their careers 
prompted the need to unlearn some of their long-held values, perspectives, and behaviors, but 
they would only acknowledge the veracity of alternatives by critically questioning the limitations 
of the existing ones. Subsequently, Asian American women unlearned by observing role models 
who displayed alternative behaviors and ceasing to apply old role repertoires to fulfill all 
contextual demands. More importantly, receiving verbal encouragement and actual rewards (e.g., 
promotion or role expansion) reinforced their unlearned beliefs or behaviors and made them 
stick. 
Three career mobility actions—be a change agent, plan career proactively, and exploit 
fortuity—as well as four critical experiences—ask for feedback, exude confidence, build 
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leadership capability, and manage perceptions—were identified to facilitate career upward 
mobility for Asian American women. However, relying on individuals’ efforts perpetuated the 
model minority perception and could only take Asian American women so far in their career 
progression. For them to move beyond the mid-managerial level, they had to enlist additional 
support from their personal and professional network to facilitate advancement. Sponsors were 
identified as the most powerful influencers in securing desired career outcomes, compared to 
mentors and coaches. Asian American women who had managers as sponsors found that greater 
career aspirations were facilitated and smoother career progression was advocated. Most 
importantly, corporations also needed to own up their responsibilities to dedicate resources, 
remove barriers, and make the organizational culture more friendly to Asian American women in 
their ascendence to executive roles. 
Contribution to the Literature 
This study contributed to the literature in five key areas. First, it addressed the lack of 
academic attention on Asian American women executives in Corporate America. What has been 
well documented are the career barriers of women leaders, career upward mobility obstacles for 
Asian Americans, and career upward mobility of Asian American women educators. This study 
has anchored Asian American women in their intersectional identities and situated their 
experiences within the social and historical context to depict a comprehensive understanding of 
their perceptions of barriers at different career stages in large corporations. Next, the inquiry 
explored how and what Asian Americans learn and additional activities in which they engage to 
advance their careers, thus confronting the public narratives of Asian American women as 
passive and submissive victims of circumstances. The Asian American women in this study 
described intense passion and dedication to their careers, despite multifaceted barriers, and took 
 
177 
their responsibilities seriously for becoming change agents to champion other minorities or 
women within or outside of their organizations. The study attempted to influence the public 
discourse on Asian American women as authorities of their own destiny in how they describe 
and believe in themselves.  
Furthermore, the study expanded the theoretical understanding and application of 
bicultural efficacy with Asian American women, thus enriching the dialogue on the relationship 
between bicultural efficacy development and career outcomes for immigrant and minority 
populations. The study also examined the limitations of the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale based 
on the real-life experiences of Asian American women instead of relying on statistical inferences 
from hypothetical experiments. Additionally, this study examined the underdeveloped concept of 
transformative unlearning for adult learners. Based on what prompted the Asian American 
women participants to unlearn, how and what they unlearn, and what is their unlearning process, 
the study attempted to define the concept of transformative unlearning, how transformative 
unlearning happens, and how to make unlearned beliefs and behaviors stick. The study provided 
important grounding for a concept that was often previously mentioned in the industry and 
academic literature as a tagline without any research rigor. Lastly, the findings revealed how 
organizational cultures impeded Asian American women’s career progression and what more 
organizations can do to create a friendlier workplace for Asian American women. The study 
contributes to the human resources development research with its intention to advocate for more 
academic attention to understanding and validating the effectiveness of diversity and inclusion 











The purpose of this exploratory case study was to examine with a sample of Asian 
American women their perceptions of how they learn and unlearn to overcome career barriers to 
achieve career upward mobility at large corporations. Based on the findings and analysis, this 
chapter presents the study’s main conclusions and recommendations, followed by a revisit to the 
assumptions presented in Chapter I and the researcher’s reflection on the critical inquiry of Asian 
American women’s career experiences.   
Conclusions 
The conclusions from this study follow the research questions, descriptive findings, and 
deeper analysis and address five areas: 
Conclusion One: Career barriers are socially constructed experiences  
and imposed by contextual demands.  
 
This study showed that there were nuances in how career barriers were imposed on  
Asian American women concerning their interactional identities through social interactions, 
organizational demands, and environmental forces. Even when Asian American women were 
self-reliant and competent in acquiring new learnings, contextual demands dictated what was 
worth knowing and how that knowledge should be used (Garrison, 1997). The immigration 
status and industry of Asian American women were salient factors influencing how they 
experienced career barriers and what they needed to learn to overcome them. Furthermore, Asian 
American women did not live in a vacuum; social-historical forces such as the COVID pandemic 
could disrupt their career decisions and development.  
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Conclusion Two: What made Asian American women successful in the past  
is insufficient to help them overcome career barriers in large corporations.  
 
Regardless of industry, Asian American women reported most career barriers as being at 
the mid-career level, when imposed stereotypical and biased perceptions were exacerbated by 
non-transparent career mobility rules and a lack of role models and sponsors in the 
organizational context. Even for Asian American women who had earlier career successes, the 
career barriers prompted them to acknowledge the limitations of their long-held Asian values or 
gender expectations and how some of these beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors impeded their career 
decisions and actions. Based on the findings, it was possible to conclude that only by critically 
questioning the effective application of the same beliefs or role repertoires to fulfill all contextual 
demands or intrinsic motivations did the women begin to consider the veracity of the alternatives 
and become more ready to engage in learning and unlearning activities to overcome career 
barriers.  
Conclusion Three: It takes deliberate learning and unlearning to overcome career  
barriers and to master experiences and actions that facilitate career progression.  
 
The study identified three actions—be a change agent, plan career proactively, and 
exploit fortuity—as well as four critical experiences—ask for feedback, exude confidence, build 
leadership capability, and manage perceptions—that Asian American women needed to master  
to facilitate career upward mobility. In this study, Asian American women shared their passion 
and readiness to obtain most capabilities by participating in formal learning (e.g., earning 
professional certifications, reading self-help books, or taking public speaking courses), 
leadership programs, employee resources groups, or external professional associations. 
Meanwhile, the participants also disclosed the need to unlearn deliberately certain Asian cultural 
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values or gender expectations that held them back to fulfill the organization’s demands or 
intrinsic career aspirations.  
Transformative unlearning, a process to cease applying the same attitudes, perspectives, 
and role repertoires to fulfill all contextual demands (Hislop et al., 2014; MacDonald, 2002; 
Rushmer & Davies, 2004), was identified by the participants as a way to unlearn their inherited 
cultural values or gender expectations. Because career barriers are socially constructed 
experiences imposed by the organizational contexts, to make unlearned beliefs, perspectives, or 
behaviors stick, Asian American women also need external validation such as verbal 
encouragement or actual awards (e.g., promotions) to reinforce their unlearned beliefs or 
behaviors. Based on the findings, a majority of participants engaged in wiping (Rushmer & 
Davies, 2004), a deliberate change in a particular way of acting or thinking while still accessing 
old attitudes or behaviors in certain social contexts (e.g., with parents). By contrast, five 
participants reported how they transformed their perspectives through deep unlearning (Rushmer 
& Davies, 2004) and no longer subscribed to certain cultural values or gender expectations that 
limited their career ambitions and actions and displayed consistent behaviors across various 
social contexts.  
Conclusion Four: Relying on individuals’ efforts can only take Asian American  
women so far; they need additional support to facilitate career advancement.  
 
The participants in this study shared that they enlisted additional support to facilitate their 
career progression, including their managers, sponsors, mentors, and coaches. The women 
reported receiving emotional support in performance and career decision-making from mentors 
and coaches, but they disclosed limited effects on their career upward mobility. By contrast, the 
manager who played the sponsor’s role was identified as instrumental in shielding them from 
over-exposure to career barriers in the organizations and advocating for their earlier career 
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progression. Beyond their managers, participants also shared the importance of having sponsors 
as they pursued their executive roles, but disclosed challenges in establishing the type of 
relationships that helped them with role expansion or promotion. Because most organizations are 
structured to have managers or sponsors as primary influencers in the employees’ career 
development and advancement, leaving individuals to secure these relationships on their own 
perpetuated the model minority myth for Asian American women as well as their status quo in 
the organization. The recommendation to create programs that expose minority women more 
often to sponsors and sponsorships (Hewlett et al., 2010) could be an effective way to minimize 
organizational barriers for Asian American women. 
Conclusion Five: Organizations also need to commit to effective programs and  
practices that help Asian American women achieve career upward mobility. 
 
As the participants shared how organizational cultures and practices impeded their career 
advancement, the diversity and inclusion practitioners in this study agreed that the organizations 
should commit themselves more to making the workplace friendlier to Asian American women. 
They supported the practice of having diversity and inclusion officers in talent review meetings 
to hold leaders accountable for biased and discriminatory decisions. Another suggestion is to 
increase minority women’s representation in the public press and internal communications to 
encourage employees to socialize with minority women in leadership roles. In sum, achieving 
career upward mobility cannot and should not be a solitary endeavor. To climb to executive 
roles, Asian American women need structural support and sponsorship from managers, HR 
professionals, and senior leaders; without them, large corporations would remain the most 
challenging of all workplaces for Asian American women. For example, Rachel used the 
analogy: “[achieving senior executive roles] is like climbing Mount Everest. You'd never get 





The recommendations here are offered based on the findings, analysis, and conclusions of 
this study. The following recommendations are for: (a) Asian American women, (b) leaders in 
large corporations, (c) human resources professionals, and (d) future research. 
Recommendations for Asian American Women   
Given the intersectional factors and social and historical contexts situating the 
experiences of Asian American women, the recommendations put forth here should be 
considered for their appropriateness on an individual basis.  
It is critical for Asian American women with career aspirations to climb the corporate 
ladder to understand what it takes to obtain career upward mobility in their organizations. 
Although there are shared organizational barriers, each organization has its unique culture in how 
it promotes and awards employees. Some organizations value high-visibility projects, while 
others focus more on relationship engagements. Achieving career advancements is similar to 
learning a board game; without knowing the rules, it is impossible to play the game and advance 
to the next level. Additionally, learning what it takes to achieve career upward mobility could 
help Asian American women with aligning value and purpose. Greater alignment with the 
organization’s values helps with motivation for continuous efforts to overcome career barriers.  
Instead of building technical capabilities and delivering good work results, Asian 
American women should invest time and energy in establishing a network that can help navigate 
their life and work journeys. The process of combatting biases, stereotypes, and discrimination 
can be discouraging, and many Asian American women remain among the few members of their 
peer groups. Having network supports that provide emotional grounding, share professional 
knowledge, and obtain career sponsorships could mitigate the career barriers. Ivy referred to 
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such a network as establishing a personal board of directors. For the participants who reached 
senior executive roles in this study, their professional networks tended to be more expansive and 
the boundaries between personal and professional seemed less defined. They also shared how 
they were able to make the network relationships mutually beneficial and transformed some of 
them into successful career or business opportunities. Therefore, it is crucial for junior 
executives who strive for senior executive or C-suite roles to develop this capability of 
establishing their own “personal board of directors.”  
The last recommendation for Asian American women is that they create their career paths 
by exploiting career opportunities. In this study, Asian American women presented two career 
pathways: building a long-term career primarily in one company, or creating their edges by 
moving around companies or industries. Regardless of career path, all Asian American women 
shared their struggles for recognition and promotion. It was never a smooth ascent to the 
executive role. Many Asian American women executives in the study shared how they grew the 
confidence to say yes to a role or project when they were not 100% ready. Interestingly, the 
optimistic mindset to exploit fortuity is rooted in the immigrants’ spirit. Most Asian American 
women come to this country to build a new life even though the future is not guaranteed. Their 
bravery is within them and they need to apply it to their career planning. 
Recommendations for Leaders in Large Corporations 
In this study, managers were credited as being the most influential factors in facilitating 
Asian American women’s career development and progression; this echoes the finding of the 
2019 Women in the Workplace Report from McKinsey & Company and LeanIn.org (Thomas et 
al., 2019). In this report, employees with managers who advocated for new opportunities were 
more likely to think they had equal opportunities for growth and advancement; however, the 
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managers did not provide this type of career support consistently to all employees. Since 
managers are given the dual responsibility of managing their employees’ performance and career 
in most organizations, they need training, tools, and support to work with these employees. 
Moreover, relying on an individual manager to make unbiased decisions about career 
development and promotion is insufficient; organizations need to have the structural guidance in 
place to hold managers accountable for diversity and inclusion practices and reward them when 
they are. 
Recommendations for Human Resources Professionals  
As the study revealed many structural barriers existing within the organization, it also 
highlighted the desperate challenges for human resources professionals to rethink how to make 
systemic changes and impact so that the workplace can be friendlier not only for Asian American 
women but for all minority women. Two specific recommendations for human resources 
professionals are described in this section. 
The first recommendation is to encourage human resources professionals to create 
alternate ways to manage employees’ career development and progression instead of relying on 
managers to carry the burden. Especially for early or mid-career employees, managers tend to be 
the primary influencers of their career advancements. Not everyone has the luck to have the type 
of manager who can help them grow in technical aspects and sponsor them to advance their 
careers. Moreover, allowing managers to make the sole judgments on sponsoring which 
employee will be promoted has contributed to the current status quo that minority women in 
particular are unable to reach beyond the mid-managerial level. Therefore, to promote a 
workplace that cherishes diverse talents, human resources professionals need to be more 
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innovative in redistributing the managers’ power in managing employees’ performance and 
career progression and create more objectivity within the decision-making process.  
The second recommendation for human resources professionals is to truly understand the 
organization’s talent pipeline data that track and measure how Asian American women are being 
hired, how they move up the corporate ladder, and which leadership or executive development 
programs make the impact that can elevate them to executive roles. Without rigorously tracking 
the diversity index and awarding managers and sponsors who commit to the vision, large 
corporations will remain one the most challenging workplaces of all for minorities in general, 
and minority women in particular, to progress into executive roles. Because of increasing 
attention on social inequality and racial discrimination, many organizations have amplified their 
commitment to diversity and inclusion. Nonetheless, when organizations cannot deliver their 
promises, existing and prospective employees will notice the hypocrisy, which jeopardizes 
recruitment and retention of diverse talents. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
The recommendations discussed in this section relate to future research, first, for the 
human resources development field and, second, for the field of adult learning. 
As recent racial discrimination events escalate/heighten attention on diversity and 
inclusion, most companies have publicly committed to improving their strategies and practices to 
advance minority talents. Human resources development studies should examine the effects of 
these strategies and practices on the career trajectories of minority talents toward executive roles 
and board seats. Researchers should also investigate the impact of the talent pipeline and 
workforce when companies have minority talents in the C-suite, and how much more they 
contribute beyond the business’s bottom line.  
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Furthermore, human resources development researchers need to envision more innovative 
ideas in talent management. Many companies still divide their talents into categories such as 
high potential vs. key contributors, and dedicate programs and sources accordingly. Results do 
not appear to be promising because a majority of minority talents is still lagging behind or cannot 
reach beyond the mid-managerial level. Even when it takes time to measure the impact of 
innovative practices, alternative perspectives can generate debates and discussions about the 
future of human resources development within the organizational context.  
Unlearning is a popular term used frequently in popular media and industry papers. 
However, there has not been much investment in its theoretical building. This study attempted to 
expand the limited understanding of individual transformative unlearning, grounded in the career 
experiences of Asian American women. Future adult learning theorists should examine 
transformative unlearning with diverse populations or in different social contexts and contribute 
to the definition of transformative unlearning and the factors that make the transformative 
unlearning stick—hence, the development of the transformative unlearning process.  
This study also intended to understand how Asian American women’s intersectionality 
influences bicultural self-efficacy development. Because this study identified the scoring 
differences between American-born and non-American-born Asian women immigrants, future 
researchers should conduct more validation studies to understand if the findings remain the same 
for Asian man immigrants or other immigrant groups. Future research can also contribute to the 
development of the Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale by applying it to diverse age, race, and 
ethnicity groups beyond college students. Additionally, because the concept of bicultural self-
efficacy only applies to individuals who identify with two specific cultures, future studies can 
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further expand this theory to understand how the new generation of global citizens, who have 
lived and worked in various countries, or biracial individuals develop their cultural efficacies.   
Lastly, the study only uncovered the surface of work and life balance concerns for the 
participants, especially when a majority of them identified as mothers with children. Because the 
interview questions primarily focused on their career experiences in the organizational context, 
the participants might not have had sufficient opportunities to reflect fully and discuss how 
motherhood impacted their career experiences in the personal context. Future research can 
examine how parenthood as well as family support influence Asian American women’s career 
upward mobility decisions and experiences.  
Revisiting Assumptions from Chapter I 
Five assumptions, noted in Chapter I, were presented at the inception of this study; they 
were based on the researcher’s professional experiences and background. The five basic 
assumptions are discussed next in light of the study’s findings and analysis.   
The first assumption was that Corporate America is one of the most challenging 
workplaces for Asian American women to achieve career upward mobility. This assumption has 
been confirmed as partially true, according to the first finding presented in Chapter IV. In this 
study, it was clear that industry and immigration status greatly influenced Asian American 
women’s career upward mobility earlier in their careers. Some women had an easier time than 
others in achieving career progression up to the mid-managerial level. Nonetheless, all Asian 
American women experienced Corporate America as a challenging workplace to break the 
ceilings in order to reach executive roles.   
The second assumption posited by the researcher was that Asian American women 
experience career barriers that are unique, based on their racial, gender, and immigration 
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experiences. This assumption turned out to be true for the Asian American women in this study. 
Their intersectional factors influenced which career barriers were imposed on them and how they 
experienced them. Additionally, the social and historical context in which and when Asian 
American women were situated also influenced their career experiences.  
The third assumption was that Asian American women have experienced conflicting 
values between Asian and corporate cultures and need to engage in specific kinds of learning and 
activities that help them overcome career barriers. This assumption held true for the Asian 
American women in this study. Even when a few participants attributed their career barriers to 
gender expectations more than to Asian cultural values, they all agreed that they had to engage in 
deliberate learning and unlearning to change or modify their culturally sanctioned beliefs, 
attitudes, or behaviors if they were to overcome career barriers and achieve career progression.  
The fourth assumption was that Asian American women cannot act alone and need to 
enlist support to help them achieve career upward mobility. This assumption turned out to be true 
for all of the participants in this study. All of the Asian American women reported receiving 
support or sponsorships from their personal and professional networks to advance their careers. 
Their managers were identified as the most influential factor up to the mid-managerial level. 
Moreover, establishing relationships with sponsors and gaining their sponsorships were credited 
as the critical capability for those who achieved beyond junior executive roles.  
The fifth and final assumption was that the responsibility of changing the corporate 
environment cannot rest solely on minority individuals. Organizations need to have programs 
and strategies in place to promote more minority women to executive roles. This assumption 
remains true, according to the study’s findings. As for how career barriers were experienced 
within the organizational context, the Asian American women in this study considered employee 
 
189 
resources group and leadership development programs helpful in dealing with career barriers and 
developing their leadership capabilities. However, existing practices did not always facilitate 
career advancements to executive roles. The diversity and inclusion practitioners in this study 
voiced their concerns about lacking sufficient attention to Asian American women’s career 
experiences and advocated for more effective strategies to facilitate their career upward mobility.   
Researcher’s Reflections 
 
I arrived at this research topic after witnessing and experiencing the challenges to achieve 
career upward mobility in Corporate America. I intended to demystify the “black box” of how 
Asian American women overcome career barriers to reach executive levels. Because my identity 
and immigration experiences were very similar to those of a majority of the study’s participants, 
I made a deliberate effort to manage my reflexivity as a researcher by faithfully following the 
interview protocols, analyzing the interview transcripts with literature-informed codes, and 
interpreting the findings based on established theories. Because the participants entrusted me 
with constructing their stories as they triumphed over career and life obstacles, I also saw a 
parallel process in how my confidence, as a researcher, was enhanced vicariously through 
retelling their career experiences.  
At the beginning of this dissertation, I had doubts about if and how the participants’ 
career stories would contribute to two theoretical concepts: bicultural efficacy and unlearning. 
These concepts emerged from the pilot study because they had not been widely examined with 
Asian American women within the organizational context. There was no established research 
procedure that I could reference for study design. As a new qualitative researcher, I had to 
unlearn the comfort of hypothesis testing and relearn how to trust the participants and the 
research methodology to bring forth the importance of their lived experiences. This research 
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journey has taught me an alternate way of theory building and how we should understand 
minority experiences because these stories tend to be distorted by the lens of the majority and the 
mainstream.   
To illustrate, Gail was my third interviewee and one of the senior executives among the 
participants. After our interview, she sensed my insecurity in sharing the study’s findings. Gail 
stepped out of her role and coached me to state that “I will try my best to deliver one of my best 
works.” This became my mantra in preparing and completing this dissertation. Once the 
recording stopped, another participant, Olga, thanked me and disclosed that she had not been this 
vulnerable for a long time, yet she felt great to reflect on how she arrived at where she was as a 
minority woman executive. With their encouragement and confirmation, I believe I have 
achieved the goal of providing a holding space for Asian American women to provide counter-
narratives of how they overcame career barriers to achieve career upward mobility in Corporate 
America. I also hope this dissertation can motivate others to further the dialogue and discourse in 
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Interview Protocol for Individual Interview 
This Zoom interview will be video and/or audio-recorded. You can choose whether or not you 
would like to be video-recorded. The researcher will notify you when the recording has started 
and stopped.   
 
How do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their careers?  
1. Please recall one or two incidents that best describe the challenges you had 
encountered as an Asian American woman at the beginning of your career. 
2. What barriers had you experienced while moving up to the higher-level roles?  
3. What unexpected challenges are you experiencing in your current level and role?  
 
How do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face?  
1. What actions had you taken when you encounter career challenges earlier in your 
career? 
2. When you experienced barriers to move up higher level roles, what actions had you 
taken that facilitated the upward move? 
3. What were the results of these actions? 
4.  What are you currently doing that you think will help you advance your career? 
 
What other activities do they engage in to advance their careers?  
1. What organizational activities have you engaged in that support your career upward 
movement? 
2. What are the additional activities that you have engaged in beyond your immediate 
roles that help advance your career? 








Interview Protocol for Diversity and Inclusion Practitioner 
This Zoom interview will be video and/or audio-recorded. You can choose whether or not you 
would like to be video-recorded. The researcher will notify you when the recording has started 
and stopped.   
 
How do Asian American women describe the challenges they face in advancing their careers?  
Based on your observation:  
1.  Please recall one or two incidents that best describe the career challenges of Asian 
American women at the beginning of their careers. 
2. What barriers had Asian American women experienced while moving up to the 
higher-level roles?  
3. What career challenges have you witnessed when they are in the executive roles?  
 
How do they describe how they learn to overcome the challenges they face?  
Based on your observation:  
1. What actions have Asian American women taken when they encounter career 
challenges that facilitate the upward mobility?  
2.  What kinds of learnings do they have to do to advance your career? 
 
What other activities do they engage in to advance their careers?  
Based on your observation: 
1. What organizational activities that facilitate Asian American women’s career upward 
movement? 
2. What are the additional activities that they have to engaged in beyond their immediate 






Interview Protocol for Focus Group 
Openings: 
 
Thank you for participating in the focus group. There are six participants attending the focus 
group. The purpose of this research is to understand the career barriers you have experienced as 
Asian American women, how you learn to overcome the barriers, and additional activities you 
have engaged in to advance your careers.  
 
Before we start the focus group, please note that all information shared in the focus group is 
confidential including the identity of other group members. Please do not disclose what has been 
shared in the focus group beyond this group.  
 
This Zoom interview will be video and audio-recorded. I will notify you when the audio-recorder 
has started and stopped.   
 
As a researcher, I will pose questions for the group to respond and will monitor the discussion 
process. Please allow time for all participants to reflect on the questions as well as to share their 
experiences and thoughts. More importantly, give respect to others who might have different 
opinions or experiences than yours. If you don’t have any additional questions related to 
confidentiality and focus group process, we can start the group and recording.  
 
1. Please recall one or two incidents that best describe the career challenges you had 
encountered as an Asian American women at the beginning of your career.  
2. What barriers have you experienced while moving up to the higher-level roles? 
3. What unexpected career challenges are you experiencing in your current level and 
role?  
4. What actions had you taken when you encounter career challenges earlier in your 
career?  
5. When you experience barriers to move up to higher level roles, what actions have you 
taken that facilitate the upward movement? 
6. What are the results of these actions? 
7. What are you currently doing that you think will help you advance your career? 
8. What organizational activities have you engaged in that support your career upward 
movement? 
9. What are the additional activities that you have engaged in beyond your immediate 
roles that help advance your career? 






Recruitment Statement for Social Media and Personal Networks 
I am recruiting participants for a doctoral dissertation on how Asian American women learn to 
overcome barriers to achieve career upward mobility at the Fortune 500 companies. The 
participants suitable for the study will be Asian American women executives and diversity and 
inclusion practitioners in finance and technology companies. The commitment will be 1.5 hours 
to 2 hours in total involving on-line surveys, an individual interview or a focus group. The virtual 
interview will be video and/or audio recorded, and the virtual focus group will be video and 
audio recorded. Both will be conducted through Zoom.  
 
As a doctoral student in the Adult Learning and Leadership Program, the study will follow the 
research policy of Teachers College, Columbia University. The participants’ identities and 
shared information will be kept fully confidential within the research committee. The focus 
group participants will sign an additional consent form to keep group participants’ identities 
confidential. There will be no monetary benefits to participate in the study.   
If you are interested in learning more about this doctoral dissertation study, please e-mail 




Doctoral Candidate, Teachers College, Columbia University 
yhc2108@tc.columbia.edu 
(617)306-6947 











Participants’ Recruitment Statement for Professional Associations 
I am recruiting participants for a doctoral dissertation on how Asian American women learn to 
overcome barriers to achieve career upward mobility at the Fortune 500 companies. The 
participants suitable for the study will be Asian American women executives and diversity and 
inclusion practitioners in finance and technology companies. The commitment will be 1.5 hours 
to 2 hours in total involving on-line survey(s), an individual interview or a focus group. The 
virtual interview will be video and/or audio recorded, and the virtual focus group will be video 
and audio recorded. Both will be conducted through Zoom.  
 
As a doctoral student in the Adult Learning and Leadership Program, the study will follow the 
research policy of Teachers College, Columbia University. The participants’ identities and 
shared information will be kept fully confidential among the research committee. The focus 
group participants will sign an additional consent form to keep group participants’ identities 
confidential. There will be no monetary benefits to participate in the study.   
 
Please forward the participants recruitment statement to potential candidates or connect 





Doctoral Candidate, Adult Learning and Leadership 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
yhc2108@tc.columbia.edu 
(617)306-6947 






Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street New York NY 10027 
212 678 3000 
www.tc.edu  
 
Invitation Letter I 
Dear (insert participant’s name),  
The purpose of this letter serves as both an introduction and request for your participation in an upcoming 
research on Asian American women’s career experiences. 
 
My name is Yi-Hui Chang and I am a Doctoral student in the Adult Learning and Leadership Program in 
the Department of Organization and Leadership at Teachers College, Columbia University.  
I am contacting you because your background has matched the focus of this study on Asian American 
women executives in financial and technology industries at the Fortune 500 companies. The research will 
be exploring how Asian American women overcome barriers to achieve career upward mobility.  
Participation in this study will involve:  
• Completion of a consent form, an on-line demographic inventory, an on-line survey on dealing 
with two cultures - mainstream and your heritage culture, and agreeing to the terms and 
conditions of the study. The on-line surveys will take approximately 25 minutes.  
• Participation in a one-on-one 60-minute interview with me on a day and time to be determined. 
The interview will be video and/or audio recorded through Zoom. 
or 
• Participation in a focus group of 6 Asian American women with me on a day and time to be 
determined that will last approximately 90 minutes. The interview will be video and audio 
recorded through Zoom. 
For your participation, you may receive a copy of the research finding for your preference. If you 
are interested and willing to participate in this study, please e-mail Yi-Hui Chang by October 2020 












Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street New York NY 10027 
212 678 3000 
www.tc.edu  
 
Invitation Letter II 
Dear (insert participant’s name),  
The purpose of this letter serves as both an introduction and request for your participation in an 
upcoming research on Asian American women’s career experiences. 
 
My name is Yi-Hui Chang and I am a Doctoral student in the Adult Learning and Leadership 
Program in the Department of Organization and Leadership at Teachers College, Columbia 
University.  
I am contacting you because your professional background in diversity and inclusion in financial 
and technology industries at the Fortune 500 companies that will help explore how Asian 
American women learn to overcome barriers to achieve career upward mobility.  
Participation in this study will involve:  
• Completion of a consent form, an on-line demographic inventory, which may take 5 
minutes, and agreeing to the terms and conditions of the study.  
• Participation in a one-on-one virtual interview with me on a day and time to be 
determined that will last approximately one hour. The interview will be video and/or 
audio recorded through Zoom. 
For your participation, you may receive a copy of the research finding for your preference.  
If you are interested and willing to participate in this study, please e-mail Yi-Hui Chang by 














Protocol Title: Advancing Asian American women in Corporate America: 
an exploratory case study 
Principal Investigator: Yi-Hui Chang, Doctoral Candidate, Teachers College, Columbia 
University, yhc2108@tc.columbia.edu, 617-306-6947 
IRB Protocol: 20-404 
 
 
INTRODUCTION: You are being invited to participate in this research study called 
“Advancing Asian American women in Corporate America: an exploratory case study”. You 
may qualify to take part in this research study because you identify as an Asian American 
women executive or as a subject matter expert in diversity and inclusion in financial and 
technology industries at Fortune 500 companies. This study consists of survey(s) as well as a 
virtual video and/or audio recorded 60 minutes individual interview or a virtual video and audio 
recorded 90 minutes focus group. Approximately thirty people will participate in this study. In 
all, the study will take 1.5 hours to 2 hours of your time to complete the entire study process.  
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? This study is being done to determine how Asian 
American women learn to overcome career barriers and what additional activities they have to 
engage in to achieve career mobility.  
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? If 
you decide to participate, the researcher will first provide you with an artificial initial to 
complete survey(s): one is to collect basic demographic information and the second one is to 
understand your experiences with the mainstream culture and your heritage culture (for Asian 
American women participants only), which will take 20-25 minutes in total. After completing the 
survey(s), you will have the option to participate in a 60-minute individual or a 90-minute focus 
group. During the interview and focus group, you will be asked to discuss how you learn to 
overcome career barriers to achieve career upward mobility. The interview will be video and/or 
audio recorded, and the focus group will be video and audio recorded. In the focus group, 
everyone will be asked not to discuss what is being spoken about outside of the group but it is 
impossible to guarantee full confidentiality. Your identity will be known to other focus group 
participants.  
If you are a subject matter expert in the diversity and inclusion practice, you will complete the 
demographic survey and participate in a 60-minute individual video and/or audio recorded 
interview. The interview will focus on your observations on how and what Asian American 
women need to learn to achieve career mobility at the Fortune 500 companies.   
All the procedure will be conducted through Zoom virtually for your health and safety until 
when Teachers College, Columbia University has revised the COVID-19 research policy. The 
researcher will respect your decision if in-person interview does not feel safe to you even when 
the Teachers College, Columbia University, has lifted the limitations on the research procedure.  
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WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART 
IN THIS STUDY? The potential risks associated with participating in this study are minimal, 
which means the harms or discomforts that you may experience are not greater than you would 
ordinarily encounter in the talent assessment process. However, there might be moments when 
you feel vulnerable to discuss certain struggles that you experience as an Asian American 
women executives. You have the rights to decline answering any questions that you do not want 
to talk about. You can stop participating in the study at any time.  
 
The primary researcher is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and prevent 
anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym instead of your 
name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked in a file drawer.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY? There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this study.  
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? You will not be paid to participate in the 
study. There are also no costs to you for taking part in this study.  
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS? The 
study is over when you have filled out the survey(s) and completed the individual interview or a 
focus group session. However, you can leave the study at any time even if you have not finished. 
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY: The primary researcher is taking 
precautions to keep your information confidential and prevent anyone from discovering or 
guessing your identity, such as using an artificial initial in the on-line survey and a pseudonym in 
the written research report instead of your name and keeping all information on a password 
protected computer and locked in a file drawer. All electronic or digital information (including 
recordings) will be stored on a password protected computer. The recording will be transcribed, 
and the audio-recording will then be destroyed.  There will be no record matching your real 
name with the artificial initial and pseudonym.  
 
For the focus group, the participants will be asked to sign an additional confidentiality agreement 
to keep participants’ identifies and focus group content confidential.  
 
For quality assurance, the study team, the study sponsor Dr. Lyle Yorks, and/or members of the 
Teacher College Institutional Review Board(IRB) may review the data collection from you as 
part of this study. Otherwise, all information obtained from your participation in this study will 
be held strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by 
U.S. or State law. All data will be kept for three years following the completion of the 
dissertation according to the regulations.  
 
HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be published as a dissertation, 
which is a partial fulfillment for the degree of Doctor of Education at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. In addition, information may be used for educational purposes in 
professional/academic presentation(s) and/or journals publication. Your identity will be removed 
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from any data you provide before publication or use for educational purposes. Your name or any 
identifying information about you will not be published. 
 
CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING: Video and/or audio recording is 
part of this research study. If you wish not to be recorded, you will be unable to participate in 
this research study. Please note that you can withdraw your participation in the study after giving 
the initial consent.   
 
 
_____ I give my consent to be recorded__________________________________ 
           Signature 
 
 
_____ I do not consent to be recorded ___________________________________ 




WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
_____ I consent to allow written materials viewed at an educational setting or at a conference 





_____ I do not consent to allow written materials viewed outside of the Teachers College, 









Please note, to ensure quality, professional transcriptionists will be hired to transcribe 
recorded interviews. However, the transcriptionists will complete a non-disclosure 




OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT: The primary researcher may wish to 
contact you in the future. Please initial below to indicate whether or not you give permission for 
future contact.  
 
    Audio 




The researcher may contact me in the future for other research opportunities: 
 
Yes ________________________ No_______________________ 
Initial                       Initial  
 
The researcher may contact me in the future for information relating to this current study:  
 
Yes ________________________ No_______________________ 
Initial                       Initial 
 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? If you have any questions 
about taking part in this research study, you should contact the primary researcher, Yi-Hui 
Chang, at 617-306-6947 or at yhc2108@tc.columbia.edu. You can also contact the faculty 
advisor, Dr. Lyle Yorks at 212-678-3820 or yorks@tc.columbia.edu. 
 
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should contact the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 212-678-4105 or 
email IRB@tc.edu or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 
W. 120th Street, New York, NY 10027, Box 151. The IRB is the committee that oversees human 





• I have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity to 
discuss the form with the researcher.  
• I have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks 
and benefits regarding this research study.  
• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without penalty. 
• The researcher may withdraw me from the research study at her professional 
discretion if I am deemed no longer a good match to continue the participation.  
• If, during the course of this research study, significant new information that has 
become available which may relate to my willingness to continue the participation, 
the investigator will provide this information to me.  
• Any information derived from this research study that can personally identifies me 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law.  
• Your identifiers may be removed from the data. De-identified data may be used for 
future research studies, or distributed to another researcher for future research without 
additional informed consent from you (the research participant or the research 
participant’s representative).   
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• My de-identifiable data may be used for future research studies with the current 
researcher or be shared with affiliated investigators to advance the research topic 
without an additional informed consent from me or from my representative.  
• I have received a copy of the Informed Consent document.  
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this research study.  
 
 










































Demographic Inventory Survey 
Thank you for participating the survey. The demographic data provided from you is completely 
confidential and will only be used based on your consents on the Inform Consent Form.   
IRB Protocol: 20-404 
 
 
Please enter your participant number provided by the researchers:_________________________ 
 
1. Please select an option to indicate your age:    
____ Under 30 years old ____ 31 - 40 years old 
____ 41 - 45 years old ____ 46 - 50 years old 
____ 51 - 55 years old ____ 56 - 60 years old 
____ Above 61 years old 
 
2. Please select the ethnicities you identify with (please select all that apply): 
____ Chinese/Taiwanese ____ South Korean ____ Japanese 
____ Indian ____ Pakistani ____ Bangladeshi 
____ Singaporean ____ Malaysian ____ Indonesian 
____ Thai ____ Vietnamese ____ Filipino  
____ Other, please specify __________________ 
 
3. Please select your current immigration/citizenship status: 
____ Permanent Resident (Green card)                ____ Naturalized citizen  
____ Citizenship by birth 
 
4. If you have the Permanent Resident status or as a naturalized citizen, what age did you 
immigrate to the U.S.?  Enter the age with a number: ___________ 
 
5. If you are the U.S. citizen by birth, are you the first generation born in the U.S.?   
____ Yes    ____ No   If answer no, explain further:______________________ 
 
6. Please select your highest education achieved: 
___ Bachelor 
___ Master  
___ Doctoral Degree (e.g., PhD, EdD, etc.) 
___ Professional Doctoral Degree (e.g., MD, JD, etc.) 
 
7. Please enter the name of your current employer:_________________________ 
 
8. Please select how long you have worked for this employer: 






9. Please select how many years you have worked in the full-time professional roles: 
____ 5 - 10 years ____ 11 – 20 years ____ 21 – 30 years ____ 31+ years 
 
10. Please enter your current role title: ___________________________________ 
 
11. Please select how many direct reports you currently have: 
___ 0  ____ 1-3 ____ 4-6  ____ 7-10 ____ 11+ 
 
12. Please select your relationship status (select all that apply) :  
____ single ____ in a relationship ____ married  ____ divorced 
 
13. Please select the number of your child(ren): 







Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale 
PsycTESTS Citation: 
David, E. J. R., Okazaki, S., & Saw, A. (2009). Bicultural Self-Efficacy Scale [Database record]. 
Retrieved from PsycTESTS. doi: https://dx.doi.org/10.1037/t00044-000  
Instructions: This is a questionnaire designed to understand your experiences with the 
mainstream culture and your heritage culture. Please answer each statement as carefully as 
possible. Please select one of the numbers to the right of each statement to indicate your degree 
of agreement or disagreement.  
There is no time limit for the questionnaire. Try not to spend too much time on any one item; 
however, your first reaction to the question will usually be the most accurate.  
Note: These 26 items are rated on a partially anchored 9-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 3 = 
disagree, 5 = neutral, 7 = agree, and 9 = strongly agree ). 
Items: 
 
Factors 1 (Social Groundedness) 
 
1. I can count on both mainstream Americans and people from the same heritage culture 
as myself. 
2. I can develop new relationships with both mainstream Americans as well as people 
from the same heritage culture as myself. 
3. I feel comfortable attending a gathering of mostly mainstream Americans as well as a 
gathering of mostly people from the same heritage culture as myself. 
4. I have strong ties with mainstream Americans as well as people from the same 
heritage culture as myself. 
5. I feel at ease around both mainstream Americans and people from the same heritage 
culture as myself. 
6. I have an extensive network of mainstream Americans as well as an extensive 
network of people from the same heritage culture as myself. 
7. I feel like I fit in when I am with mainstream Americans as well as people from the 
same heritage culture as myself.  
 
Factor 2 (Communication Ability)  
1. I can communicate my ideas effectively to both mainstream Americans and people 
from the same heritage culture as myself. 
2. I can communicate my feelings effectively to both mainstream Americans and people 
from the same heritage culture as myself. 
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3. I am proficient in both standard English and the language of my heritage culture (e.g., 
urban street talk, Spanish, etc.) 
4. I can switch easily between standard English and the language of my heritage culture.  
 
Factor 3 (Positive Attitudes)  
1. I have generally positive feelings about both my heritage culture and mainstream 
American culture.  
2. I have a generally positive attitude toward both mainstream Americans and my 
cultural group. 
3. I have respect for both mainstream American culture and my heritage culture. 
4. I take pride in both the mainstream American culture and my heritage culture.  
 
Factor 4 (Knowledge)  
1. I am knowledgeable about the history of both mainstream America and my cultural 
group. 
2. I am knowledgeable about the values important to mainstream Americans as well as 
to my cultural group. 
3. I am knowledgeable about the gender roles and expectations of both mainstream 
Americans and my cultural group. 
4. I am knowledgeable about the holidays celebrated both by mainstream Americans 
and by my cultural group.  
 
Factor 5 (Role Repertoire)  
1. An individual can alter his or her behavior to fit a particular social context. 
2. I can choose the degree and manner by which I affiliate with each culture. 
3. I am confident that I can learn new aspects of both the mainstream American culture 
and my heritage culture.  
 
Factor 6 (Bicultural Beliefs)  
1. It is acceptable for an individual from my heritage culture to participate in two 
different cultures. 
2. It is acceptable for a mainstream American individual to participate in two different 
cultures. 
3. Being bicultural does not mean I have to compromise my sense of cultural identity. 
4. It is possible for an individual to have a sense of belonging in two cultures without 






Focus Group Confidentiality Agreement—Supplement 
Protocol Title: Advancing Asian American women in Corporate America: 
an exploratory case study 
Principal Investigator: Yi-Hui Chang, Doctoral Candidate, Teachers College, Columbia 
University, yhc2108@tc.columbia.edu, 617-306-6947 
IRB Protocol: 20-404 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
As a focus group participant, I will not disclose other participants’ identities, companies they 
work for, and discussion content beyond the focus group. I will keep others’ identities, 
companies they work for, and content shared within the focus group in full confidential. I 
understand if I cannot consent to the confidentiality requirement, I will not continue my 


















Confidentiality and Nondisclosure Agreement 
 
 
Protocol Title: Advancing Asian American women in Corporate America: 
an exploratory case study 
Principal Investigator: Yi-Hui Chang, Doctoral Candidate, Teachers College, Columbia 
University, yhc2108@tc.columbia.edu, 617-306-6947 
IRB Protocol: 20-404 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
This confidentiality and Nondisclosure Agreement (“Agreement”) is made by and between 
 
__________________________________ and Yi-Hui Chang, Doctoral student in Adult 
Learning and Leadership, Teachers College, Columbia University. For the purpose of 
maintaining the confidentiality of the individual information shared for the doctoral dissertation - 
advancing Asian American women in Corporate America: an exploratory case study.  
 
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY: The primary principal investigator: Yi-
Hui Chang, is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and prevent anyone from 
discovering or guessing your identity, such as using an artificial initial in the on-line survey and 
a pseudonym in the written research report instead of your name and keeping all information on 
a password-protected computer and locked in a file drawer. All electronic or digital information 
(including recordings) will be stored on a password-protected computer. The recording will be 
transcribed, and the audio-recording will then be destroyed.  There will be no record matching 
your real name with the artificial initial and pseudonym.  
 
For the focus group, the participants will be asked to sign an additional confidentiality agreement 
form that the participants agree to keep other participants’ identities and disclosures confidential.    
 
For quality assurance, the study team, the study sponsor Dr. Lyle Yorks, and/or members of the 
Teacher College Institutional Review Board(IRB) may review the data collected from you as 
part of this study. Both Dr. Lyle Yorks and/or members of the Teachers College IRB are 
obligated to keep your identity confidential. Otherwise, all information obtained from your 
participation in this study will be held strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with your 
permission or as required by U.S. or State law. All data without your identified information will 
be kept for three years following the completion of the dissertation according to the Department 
of Health and Human Service regulations, 45 CFR Part 46. 
 
HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be published as a dissertation, 
which is a partial fulfillment for the degree of Doctor of Education at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Besides, information may be used for educational purposes in 
professional/academic presentation(s) and/or journal publication. Your identity will be removed 
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from any data you provide before publication or use for educational purposes. Your name or any 
identifying information about you will not be published. 
 
• The principal investigator agrees to take all action reasonably necessary to protect the 
confidentiality of the confidential information and agree to utilize the same degree of 
care, to avoid unauthorized disclosure or use of the confidential information.  
 
• The obligations imposed upon the principal investigator hereunder do not apply to 
information that was, at the time of disclosure, in the public domain. 
 
• Neither this Agreement nor any right granted under this Agreement is assignable or 
otherwise transferable. 
 
• In the event the principal investigator receives a subpoena or other validly issued 
administrative or judicial process demanding Confidential Information of the study 
participant, the principal investigator shall promptly notify the study participant.  
 







        Yi-Hui Chang 
         Title: Doctoral Student in Adult Learning and Leadership 




       Name 
 
 
       ______________________________________________      ___________________ 






Coding Findings Summary 
Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
Perceptual barriers 
Experiencing biased or stereotypical perceptions 




On Wall Street, later on when I started having a reputation and people knew me 
well enough, the compliment they always gave me was, “Gail, you’re so special, 
and you’re so tough.” That’s another way, even though it’s a compliment, but it’s 
another way about bias. I’m not supposed to be tough, and I’m not supposed to be 
that good. That’s what they learned. To them, I’m very special because I’m so 
good, and I’m tough. 
Being invisible 




One of my colleagues was getting married and everybody in the office got an 
invite except for me. Similarly, there was a farewell party and they bluntly told me 
that, “You won’t enjoy. That’s why we didn’t include you.” Why? Because I don’t 
drink alcohol. 
Being sexualized Experiencing sexual harassment/being sexualized  1 
Examples 
There were rumors of the individual who had, as you call it, yellow fever or a 
fetish for something like that. This happened in my early twenties where I did have 
to report them to our human resources department about how it felt that way. That 
always makes you feel like you’re not being taken seriously, except as some form 
of conquest or less about my brain, more about my body and my looks, and 
whatever else. This was the early Nineties; Asian women were a real novelty. We 
were the fad. Unfortunately, I got pulled into that. These were Caucasian senior 
men. I think that it was unsettling and bothersome at the time, and so I had to 
really look over my shoulder to make sure that the intentions were pure, that 
someone really wanted to help me as opposed to not.  
Not being leader- like 
Not being perceived or respected as a leader/not being 
perceived as an impactful leader/getting interrupted, 




I remember that even though I had done all the work in the background, like all 
the due diligence, the reviews, when it came time to ask what would be the 
recommendation or a build-and-buy decision, they would look to my boss. And 
then I had to speak up and say, “Look, I have an opinion.” And everybody was 
pretty surprised, and they’re like, “Okay, what would you think?” 
Encountering 
positive or counter 
stereotypes 
Being treated based on positive or negative 
stereotypes against Asian American/Asian American 
women/women that did not lead to positive outcomes 
 14 
Examples This was more mid-career where there was a reorganization of a team and I got 
negative feedback that had no basis because I just joined this team. It felt sort of 
 
229 
Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
out of the blue with no evidence on a new team. I remembered being outspoken 
and just did not agree with the processes. To compromise, I ran an experiment 
where I decided to behave submissively and, much to my sadness, I ended up 
getting awards and bonuses when I was more submissive. 
Organizational Barriers 




I think this idea of an Asian female not having natural authority. I’ve been in 
talent review meetings, other review meetings, where people will literally say in 
very coded language, essentially, “Will people be okay with having a leader who’s 
an Asian female?” Like, does she have enough weight or executive presence to be 
in that leadership role? Will she be able to make the tough decisions, and will 
people respect her authority? 
Being the only one Being the only one/only few in the peer group/team  10 
Examples 
 I was the only woman developer, forget about Asian or not. I was the only woman 
developer among fifteen other guys who were also developers at the time. 
You are very lonely, especially as a woman, so when I attend my manager’s staff 
meeting, I’m surrounded by men. And I’m the woman in that room, other than his 
executive assistant, Chief of Staff, and HR. I’m the woman reporting to the 
technical leader under him. Well, you probably know this by now, I am strong 
enough to give my opinion, I’m strong enough to say, “Please don’t interrupt, let 
me finish my sentence.” I’ve done that over and over again. But there are times I 
feel, there is this in the network of the men, they have their inside jokes, they want 
to talk about an algorithm and look at the other person and say, “You know what I 
mean.” 
Getting passed for 
promotion 
Getting passed with promotions/projects/assignments  11 
Examples 
When my manager switched, all of a sudden I didn’t get the role. The reason for 
that was, I had an Asian background, but I didn’t have experience as an Asian in 
other cultures because it was a very global organization. Now, how many people 
have experience in all five regions? There were reasons given, but it just not the 
right reasons for anyone. I do believe that they felt that as an Asian American 
woman, you needed more experience versus the other male counterparts that they 
were looking at. It was a very competitive scenario. And of course, a guy got the 
role. 
Lacking role model 
Cannot find role model sharing similar racial and 
cultural backgrounds or life experiences as immigrants 
 15 
Examples 
I just wished that I had people that could guide me through that transition period  
but everybody who I looked around didn’t look like me and wasn’t of my cultural 
background. I did, later on, get mentors along the way, but none of them have ever 
been, except for one person, an Asian woman. Most of my guidance and 
mentorship have been from people who look different from me, which has been 
helpful in some ways, but also challenging in others, because I don’t feel like they 
fully understood where I was coming from. 
Lacking sponsorship 
Do not receive career sponsorships/struggle to 




Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
diversity and inclusion strategy focusing on Asian 
American women   
Examples 
I keep hearing so much on the floor like, “Oh, I don’t understand why you would 
put it. They already have this person.” It happened to be a male, “That is a role 
for him. It’s not for you.”… I don’t know how I had the courage to go and talk to 
the hiring manager at the time saying like, “Hey, I keep hearing that you have 
preferential candidates.” He agreed, he said, “Yeah, there is a preferential 
candidate. I’m sorry.”… He was offering me a different role that might come up in 
three months from then, he was saying, “Maybe you can now run for that.” I said, 
“No, no, this is the team I want to do because this is what I really know, because 
this is my team. I’ve been doing this project for almost four years now. This is 
where my heart is. I don’t want anything, but just allow me to go through the 
interview process. That’s all I would ask you for. Would that be fair?” He was like, 
“Oh yeah. I mean, I can,” but then he said, “I don’t want you to be disappointed.” 
And I said, “I completely understand. I want to just go through the interview 
process, please allow me to go through the process.” 
Organizational 
culture 
Experiencing organizational cultures as unfriendly to 




Being a woman, being a minority woman, we are hit with a double bind, with 
gender bias, with the minority status. I’m sure it already existed before, but it’s 
just more pronounced now as I continue to climb up the ladder, because there’re 
so many polls that I’m competing with. If I don’t build that relationship and have 
that sponsor who can vouch for me, I’m already behind the game.  
Following rules of 
career mobility 
Get passed by for promotion/not getting assigned on 
important projects due to lack of understanding of 
organizational career mobility rules  
16 
Examples 
I was told in order to make the next promotion that I needed to be more 
aggressive. “You’re doing a good job but you’re not aggressive enough.” I asked 
for a role model, “How aggressive do you mean?” My manager pointed to a 
woman who is probably like the archetype of aggressiveness. I said, “Oh, I don’t 
know if I can go as far as her. But, I see what you’re looking for.” 
Personal barriers Experiencing career barriers based on personal factors 23 
Examples 
Now, everybody had family, and balancing the family and all that, but when I was 
working, I think about in the Seventies, Eighties, I mean, women working already 
kind of rare, and in high tech, it’s even rare, but then I’m also Asian, and I worked 
with all men, and then they’re mostly White, and as I mentioned to you, I did 
testing, so I sometimes worked at nights and weekends, and some weekends I 
literally told them that I could not work. In the beginning, they were okay with it, 
then weekend after weekend I could not work, and they were not happy with it, 
and they asked me. I said, “No, I had to take care of my parents.” Then they said, 
“But it’s Sunday, every Sunday you have to take care of your parents?” Then I 




Believing in values or beliefs and displaying attitudes 
or behaviors rooted in Asian cultures/gender 




Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
actions/decisions     
Examples 
I was just suffering in silence, just the Asian work ethic, just head down, work 
hard, and meritocracy would come through. But at that point, I was carrying a 
coworker that was not doing his job and creating a lot of slack, and I hadn’t been 
promoted and I wasn’t being recognized and I was building resentment, but I 
wasn’t saying anything. Because I didn’t know you should speak up or I didn’t 
want to speak up or I didn’t know how to speak up. Those skills and I think that 
socialization that we don’t get, certainly not in my upbringing, that socialization 
to speak up and advocate for yourself versus being quiet, head down, don’t cause 
any trouble. 
Not feeling sense of 
belonging 
Cannot relate to peers/feeling like an outsider/cannot 
fit into the organizational cultures 
7 
Examples 
I’m not really an extrovert or an introvert, but there were certain scenarios at 
work that were mentally taxing for me, and because people around me didn’t 
always look like me, have similar cultural backgrounds, that I was more reserved, 
it’s hard to get in a crowd and start making connections when you don’t feel like 
you quite connect with them. I used to attribute that to an introverted personality, 
but now, I really think that it’s more feeling a little bit like the other and not quite 
being part of the group and then also finding certain scenarios just really tiring. 








I started writing. I started writing a lot, write, write, write, and had people correct 
it, write, write, write, and had people correct it, and I did it literally every week. 
Every week I write, write, write, and then the goal of that was I would be writing 
reports, and reports that would go to the senior managers. It took me about two, 
three years, I finally learned writing reports that senior manager would read, or 
at least my management would submit my report and say, “This is a report and 
this is a summary of it.” It could be one page, it could be two, but my summary 
got selected to go up the line. 
Lacking social ability 
Lacking ability to understand mainstream cultural or 
political references/languages or not engaging in 
mainstream cultural activities 
10 
Examples 
Most networking events, when they talked about a movie or a joke or a TV 
program which this country grew up with, I had very little to add. I was mostly a 
listener and, gradually, I really became silent and started hating those events. 
Because I felt very out of place and pretty much lonely, you might say.  
Not taking needed 
actions 
Do not take necessary career planning actions/Saying 
no to additional projects or promotions 
10 
Examples 
Because there’s not a clear role ahead of me. I’m three levels away from the CEO. 
I’m not sure if that’s what I’m aiming for. I need to really think about what I want 
to do. And I feel like at this stage, I have more freedom frankly, that I could do 
other things besides just climbing one more step. I would say I made two big 
industry changes. I started at a consumer packaging goods company. And as I 
 
232 
Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
said earlier, I pitched myself a job into technology, which was actually harder 
than I thought it would be. And then, I did three technology startups. I made a 
pivot into financial services, which I had never done before, which is where I am 
now. 
Career mobility actions Taking actions that facilitate career upward mobility 23 
Examples 
As I look back on what has helped, one is taking ownership of where your career 
is going next. I do think that’s really important. People talk about leaning in. I 
think it’s a lot more than leaning in. Leaning in is not good enough. You kind of 
have to strategize and plot your way, especially for people like us. I always think 
of myself as an underdog. If you’re an underdog in any organization, you kind of 
need to plot your way through it. You can’t just sit back or even just lean in. 
 
 
Being a change agent 
 
 
Being a mentor/involving in the employee resources 
group/participating in external organizations that focus 
on social and environmental issues/sponsoring other 
women or minority groups/advocating and promoting 
diversity and inclusion practices 
19 
Examples 
“Do you think I’m special, and I can work with you like that? There are many 
young people coming up that just look like me, let’s go and help them, and nurture 
them. I usually bring these people on my team, so when I send them to your 
account help them. Get them there because now you know they can because I 
did.” I wasn’t born that way, so you use that as an opportunity. 
Being an expert in a 
domain 




I don’t know if that is a uniquely Asian female thing or if it’s a female thing. 
Overall, we know that research shows that, for example, women feel like they need 
to meet, at least minimally, ninety percent of the qualifications in a job description 
to apply for it. I think women spend an inordinate amount of time early on 
becoming technical experts in whatever field that they are. And I think Asian 
women, in particular, spend a tremendous amount of time becoming technical 
experts. And then from there, they expand upon that. I actually think there’s 
probably too much effort put into becoming technical experts. 
Planning career 
proactively   
Taking actions on career planning/strategizing how to 
advance careers with mentors, coaches or 
sponsors/asking for projects or assignments that help 
with career advancements 
20 
Examples 
If you have a need, you just go do it. Sometimes I refer to this with some of my 
team members to say, “You don’t play the victim. If you say you’re not progressing 
because there’s not a program, you just played victim here. Always let yourself be 
the owner owning that next decision.” 
Exploit fortuity 
Capitalizing opportunity to advance careers or to take 
on projects/being lucky  
16 
Examples 
It was a project that people thought: It’s dirty job, it’s too tough, nobody wanted it. 
I say, okay, fine. I’ll do it. I like to solve problems, so the more challenging, the 
better. Seriously, a lot of people just want easy stuff, and I said, “No problem.” I 
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Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
can handle it. It depends on whether you’re trying to grow or you’re just trying to 
collect a paycheck because you’re trying to grow by working on different projects. 
Eventually, you have a good portfolio of things that you’ve worked on. 
Risk Taking 
Taking untraditional career opportunities/creating own 
career paths/existing large corporations to start-ups or 
owning independent practice 
8 
Examples 
There's one particular instance that's kind of extreme. I didn't want to wait around 
for a promotion where I thought it should happen within X months. I was told that 
that you wouldn't be in the first batch and you'd probably be in the second batch. I 
went out and searched around for a job that I wanted. I couldn't get it because I 
didn't have the experience. I just cold called companies where I felt like I had some 
kind of contact. Luckily, I reached out to one company where the CEO and founder 
went to the same business school with me. They were willing to take my cold-call. I 
pitched my job, which didn't exist. That's how I got into technology. 
COVID-19 Pandemic  
Being impacted by COVID-19 pandemic in career 
development or career planning 
7  
Examples 
Right now, is not the time to think about it because I have to prioritize my family. 
In some ways, this is not just a repercussion of power performance currently being 
evaluated, but it’s also how opportunities are being given to us. I’ve actually said 
no to more complex projects because I know, for my own expectation, I cannot 
devote the time to make it work well. And again, I think this is going into some of 
the differences between men and women or underrepresented groups, is that we 
want to be able to check off all the boxes before we say yes, right? When I think 
about the opportunities that I was given, I’m like, “I don’t think I can justify 
checking off all the boxes.” I said no to certain opportunities. And now the job 
that I currently have, it’s going to be much smaller in scope, which is not going to 
be good for the career, but I feel like that’s what I need to do because of the 
environment we’re in. 
Critical Reflection 
Critically questioning held beliefs, values, 
behaviors/critically examining others’ messages and 
behaviors/becoming self-aware of held beliefs or 
displayed behaviors  
21 
Examples 
I should say there have been times where I wonder if these barriers are real. Are 
they just perceptions? Is it in my head, or is it truly a barrier or truly the bias of 
other people? And sometimes it’s not always easy, especially when you get into 
higher-level roles, to get that kind of observation or feedback. Some of it is “Gosh, 
is this just in my head?” Or “Is it true barriers?” 
External validation 
Receiving external verbal recognition, positive 
feedback, actual awards such as promotion or project 




Somebody saw the value of my work and believed in me. And that made a 
difference. Because, once I did that, people are like, “Oh my gosh, she could do 
this. Why don’t we have her do more of this? Why don’t we have her lead part of 
the projects?” And, that gave me an immense amount of confidence just from that 
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Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
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(N = 26)* 
point on. 
Experience mastery 
Mastering critical experiences that facilitate career 
development and advancements  
23 
Examples 
You have to look beyond your current role. You doing good at your current role is 
basically expected. They’re looking for something beyond. Whether that means 
doing extracurricular activities inside the office, like recruiting, for example, or 
participating in what we called diversity resources groups. 
Asking for feedback 
Proactively asking for feedback, feeling comfortable 
of receiving feedback, and acting on feedback 
12 
Examples 
As painful as it is, you have to get the feedback. So, you knew how you're being 
received and then you can decide what to do with that feedback.  
Exuding confidence 
Developing, displaying, or having a deep confidence 
in one’s ability to succeed 
22 
Examples 
First, they have, obviously, the racialized sexism that comes from the Western 
world, that projects a ton of stuff onto them as Asian women. That’s largely from 
White, Black, non-Asians projecting that racialized sexism on them. And then 
there is a unique strain of  Asian sexism that Asian women experience. And that’s 
all the second-class citizenship nature, like the disappointment of being born as a 
girl, as opposed to being a boy. Of the favoritism of masculinity, the inherent 
dominance of masculinity that’s taught within an Asian framework. Oftentimes, 
those two forms of sexism are violently in opposition to each other in lots of 
different ways. Racialized sexism and Asian sexism are confronted in the 
workplace. Asian women have to navigate both sides of that equation. It 
oftentimes leaves a lot of Asian women experiencing a deep impostor syndrome, 
and other things like that, early on in their career. And I find that the Asian women 
who break out of that impostor syndrome, that comes from all those layers of 
racialized sexism and sexism, are the ones who then can make it to the next levels 
in their career. 
Developing 
leadership capability 
Taking actions to develop leadership ability/becoming 
more strategic in project approach/being a leading 
subject matter expert 
23 
Examples 
 I’ve gotten comments about this whole losing-face thing. I have been always 
trying to be like, “Okay, I have everything under control. It’s going to be fine.” 
However, I’ve been told, “You’re a machine. You just get stuff done. You don’t 
show emotion.” I’ve also been told to be more empathetic when I talk to people, 
or “It’s okay, you don’t have to have everything together. In fact, you’re not 
approachable when you have everything together.” I was like, “Wait a minute. I 
went to Stanford. I went to Harvard. I know what I’m doing. Why do I have to 
pretend that I don’t know what I’m doing just to get people to like me and for the 
sake of the relationship?” My boss told me, “Even if you know the answer, pretend 
like you don’t know so that people can feel good about helping you. You know how 
people are like, “Oh, tiger women are intimidating.” 
Managing perception   
Developing a professional brand and reputation/being 
known within the organization as a leader/being 




Code Code Description from Scheme 
Number of 
Participants  
(N = 26)* 
Examples 
I can tell you when I built the team along the way, I had used the PIE theory with 
my team. I have seen clearly Asians on my team are just not doing a great job on 
the I, the image. Oftentimes they don’t really know their brands and they don’t 
market themselves. They’re just not naturally good at marketing themselves. They 
do work, they’re very modest. It’s almost like they would never go out there, they 
feel shy to begin with when somebody compliments things that they love. 
Organizational Support 
Organizational activities that facilitate career 
development and advancements 
20 
Examples 
The best thing that organizations can do is to consistently showcase women and 
Asian women as leaders. The root cause is that people are unaccustomed to seeing 
Asian women as authority figures. Because they've never had that experience 
before. The social stereotypes about Asian women are that we're servants, 
pleasers, and the happy smiley flight attendant in the poster. We're somebody who 
is supposed to please you and serve you. 
Employee resources 
group 
Organizing activities affiliated with employee 
resources groups, affinity groups, taskforces, and the 
community of practice groups 
12 
Examples 
Participating in those groups and contributing to those groups I think helps you 
become a well-rounded person. It shows to the firm that you are contributing back 
to the society in which you’re helping others grow as well. In the meantime, 
you’re meeting all these other EDs and MDs at the firm, so you’re developing 
your branding. If you want to move up at this firm that I’m working in, you have 
to demonstrate that you’re willing to step outside of your role, outside of your 
comfort zone, and basically contribute back to the institution. 
Leadership program 
Participating in the leadership development program 
sponsored by the organization 
12 
Examples 
It’s one week of dorm-style hosted by the company’s executive briefing center at 
the time. The class members were Asian Pacific Islanders from Fortune 500 in 
different fields: technology, legal, and HR. You name it. I think it was a game-
changer for me. That was the first time I thought about “As an Asian female, what 
should be my presence?” because one session we did was to have a very petite 
Asian woman come up and talk about power gesture…. It also offered me a 
network that till this day, I still have two close friends out of that circle that I stay 
in touch with. 
Professional and 
personal networks 
Network relationships that provide emotional support,  




To create your own board of directors, so always have a coach, have a mentor, 
and have a sponsor. They all play very different roles. Because they play different 
roles, they are looking at different things for you. I didn’t have that until I was 
more senior because I didn’t necessarily have people who were sharing those 
types of things with me…. The other important thing to do is to have people who 
are in very similar levels where you are seeking counsel, where you are both 
inside and outside of your industry. 
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External organization 
activities 
Participating in professional associations or groups 
that focus on Asian American, diversity issues, social 
actions, and environmental advocacy group 
13 
Examples 
When I could afford more time, when I also had more resources, and when I was 
more known, I spent my time giving back to the community. I joined some 
nonprofits. In the beginning, I would do volunteer work for them, and later on I 
sat on the board. When you sat on the board, there were many other important 
people on the board from other companies, and they were senior executives…. 
Usually, those people are good people anyway; otherwise, they wouldn’t sit on 
boards for nonprofits. When you called them as clients, certainly you started at a 
very good place already. You did not have to start at the place, “Who are you? 
Why are you here to see me?” Instead, you started at a place, “Oh, wow, Gail, I 
get to work with you. How great! Now we can actually do real business together. 
Manager 
Manager who has direct or indirect oversights of 
employee’s work performance  
18 
Examples 
She said, “Because what you write is not enough, I want you to think bigger. I 
want you to say: Why not you?” I looked at her, I said, “Why not me?” I said, “I 
actually have a couple of jobs in mind that I like to do, but I didn’t think I could.” 
She said, “That’s exactly what I want you to do. Go write down all those things 
that you want to do, and then ask yourself: Why not you?” Since then, that’s what 
I do, everything I want I look at it and say, “Why not me?” The story is really 
interesting, she’s still in my life. She was kind of old at that time. She already 
raised children, and she came back to work. For her generation being a White 
woman…able to go back to work was such a luxury. 
Additional network 
Mentor or coach who provide career planning 
guidance and emotional support and guidance in 
career actions and critical experiences mastery  
20 
Examples 
Within the company, we partner with an external company to do cross-mentoring 
with external mentors outside of the industry…. I was lucky to be picked into part 
of that program…. Because I think there’s something to be said about having an 
outside perspective. There’s pros and cons, but having an outside perspective 
helps me continue to find tactics, fine-tuning different things when I try to move up 
in the organization.  
Personal network 
Personal relationships (e.g., spouse, friends, parents, 
therapist) that provide emotional and physical support 
12 
Examples 
My husband is a great help. I definitely can’t do it without him. He is a full-time 
stay-at-home dad, not just pandemic, but even before that. I can’t do my job if he 
doesn’t have the kids. He’s very supportive and I think maybe it’s because he grew 
up here or maybe it’s just his personality, but he’s also very good about speaking 
up. He reminds me to do that, and he’s very supportive. 
Sponsor 
A senior leader who is willing to land political and 
social currency to help career advancements 
17 
Examples 
I don’t think I’ve mastered networking, but I’ve found my style. What I’ve recently 
encountered, and I don’t know, whether it’s a bamboo ceiling or a glass ceiling, is 
that level of deep networking that you need to turn a relationship into a 
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(N = 26)* 
sponsorship. I’ve found the senior-level role, probably more than fifty percent of 
the time, it’s filled before it’s posted. I know a lot of people and I have a lot of 
relationships, that’s not the problem. The problem is, is there someone who 
already has me in mind for a position, especially if you’re trying to transition 
outside of your space? 
Self-directed learning 
Engaging in self-directed learning and unlearning 
activities that are not organized by the organization 
 
Examples 
I think this idea of curiosity and lifelong learning is really important. Again, 
especially for those of us who are a bit of an underdog in whatever context we’re 
in. For me, it’s about the next stage of my career. I don’t know if it’s going to one 
more step up the ladder. It could be doing something different. It could be taking 
one part of what I do and maybe amplifying it, whether it’s at a company that I’m 
in now or somewhere else. I think if there’s one thing I’m doing, I’m continuing to 
learn and search out. If I were to take the next step, I want to own that.  
Engaging in formal 
learning 
Engaging in formal course taking, getting professional 




I take advantage of the education reimbursements and take classes outside of the 
company. I gain certifications and participate in trainings that help expand my 




Observing how others lead or behave that facilitate 
career upward mobility 
16  
Examples 
Whichever skill that I want to develop, I look for somebody around me who is an 
absolute master at that skill and I try to observe them very closely on what it is 
that they are doing that makes them somebody. There’s somebody who’s always so 
easy to talk to that many people go to them with their problems for advice. There 
is somebody else who’s such an amazing negotiator. He comes into a room, starts 
talking, and they are so easily able to persuade other people to see their way of 
thinking. I go after somebody who has the skill that I’m looking for and just 
observe how they do what they do and try to learn what I can…. They obviously 
are doing something without even realizing it. If you just get to the root of what it 
is that they are doing, it’s like you try to emulate what they are doing. You may not 
always be a hundred percent successful, but that doesn’t matter. I’m still one step 
better than where I was before I started doing it. 
Engaging in 
transformative 
unlearning - deep 
unlearning 
“A sudden, potentially painful, confrontation of the 
inadequacy in our substantive view of the world and 
our capacity to cope with that world competently” 
(Rushmer & Davies, 2004, p.10) 
 5 
Examples 
Once we separated, it was like, “You know what? Now, I don’t have that burden 
on my back, so to speak, keeping me back. But in order to do this, I need people 
who are going to stand up for me. I need people who are going to coach me. I 
need people who are going to mentor me.” All of this happened over a period of 
about six months because I did throw my hat in the ring because I said, “I’m 
miserable right now because my marriage has completely fallen apart, and so I 
want there to be a light at the end of the tunnel, and so that’s what I’m going for 
 
238 
Code Code Description from Scheme 
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because now I’m going to do that for my children.” I was already the main 
breadwinner, but it was more that I was going to do  
it for my kids. 
Engaging in 
transformative 
unlearning - wiping 
An externally imposed process that results in the 
deliberate change of a particular way of acting or 
thinking (Rushmer & Davies, 2004) 
 19 
Examples 
I think a lot of Asian women, if they want to get ahead in their career, particularly 
early on, they have to adapt against the stereotypes. And I do know that a lot of 
Asian women make it a point to speak up more than it’s their natural inclination. 
Be more up-front, volunteer more, be more proactive, because they feel like that’s 
the only way to really differentiate themselves within their career early on. 
Self-efficacy 




I do feel, despite everything that’s going on, for the most part, we do live in a country 
where meritocracy is highly valued, so if you are good at your job, if you’re hard-
working, if you have the right ethics, bias might delay you in getting to the top, but 
it won’t prevent you from getting to the top. 
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April* 214.00 7.86 7.67 8.33 8.67 8.56 8.67 
Betty* 124.67 2.71 3.67 6.33 7.00 7.67 3.67 
Cathy* 180.67 7.48 5.67 6.33 7.00 7.67 7.33 
Daisy* 198.00 8.43 6.33 7.67 6.00 8.11 8.67 
Ellen 156.67 5.95 6.67 7.00 5.33 5.00 6.00 
Fay 167.33 7.86 5.00 6.33 7.33 7.67 3.67 
Gail 220.67 9.00 8.67 9.00 7.67 7.67 8.33 
Haley 166.00 6.33 5.00 8.33 7.00 6.33 5.33 
Ivy 202.00 8.81 4.33 7.67 7.33 9.00 9.00 
Jane 214.00 7.67 8.67 8.00 7.67 9.00 9.00 
Kelly 192.67 7.48 6.33 7.67 7.67 7.67 7.67 
Lily 188.67 6.71 5.00 7.67 7.67 8.11 9.00 
Mary 183.33 5.38 8.33 6.33 7.33 9.00 7.67 
Nancy 188.67 6.33 7.67 7.67 7.00 8.11 7.67 
Olga 160.67 5.19 7.33 6.33 6.33 6.33 6.33 
Paige 214.00 7.67 8.33 9.00 7.67 8.11 9.00 
Quinn 182.00 6.71 5.67 7.67 6.67 8.11 7.67 
Rachel 231.33 9.00 9.00 9.00 9.00 8.11 9.00 
Sophia 166.00 7.67 4.00 7.67 3.67 6.78 7.67 
Tina 195.33 7.67 7.33 7.67 7.67 7.67 7.00 
Una 212.67 7.10 9.00 9.00 7.67 8.11 9.00 
Vicky 166.00 6.14 5.67 5.33 8.33 9.00 4.67 
 





















Unlearning –  
Deep Unlearning 
Examples 
April* X  
Being a minority women, we are hit with a double bind,  
with gender bias and the minority status. I am sure it 
already exists, but it’s just more pronounced now as I 
continue to climb up the ladder. There are so many polls 
that I’m competing against. If I don’t build that relationship 
and have that sponsor who can vouch for me, I'm already 
behind the game. 
Betty* X  
“Carry yourself with the confidence of a mediocre White 
man.” It’s a little harsh, because I’m married to a wonderful 
White man. In some situations, it is better to ask for 
forgiveness, rather than ask for permission. I still have to 
figure out when is the right time to do that. 
Cathy* X  
At home, I don’t question my mom. There’s also deference 
to senior managers, especially when I was an analyst and an 
associate. But at the same time, I was also very loud and 
vocal. There is a dichotomy to me 
Ellen X  
I don’t think I would’ve done that in the first initial few 
years, but now I see the confidence that come with 
experiences. I am willing to take the risk and a chance and 
whatever happens.  
Fay X  
I can code switch and I can certainly adapt to the situation 
and be what is needed, but there’s a cost to it. My integrity, 
who I really am, being myself, true being. That’s not a 
success to me, I don’t want to be rewarded with that kind of 
value system. 
Gail X  
Before I felt bad [of creating debates], therefore I would 
resist; and then I became not feeling bad, and later on I 
actually welcomed it because that’s how you make 
innovation. You put some crazy idea out there, and then 
people power on it. 
Haley X  
I think there are certainly things that we can do, and some 
of it is changing our own behaviors. If we want to just wait 
for the system to change to be more accommodating for the 
way that we as Asian women operate, then it’s going to take 
a much longer time than “assimilate” to the current system. 
Unfortunately, a lot of things have not changed much at 
workplace.  
Ivy X X 
Deep Unlearning: Once we separated, it was like, “You 
know what? Now, I don’t have that burden on my back, so 
to speak, keeping me back. But in order to do this, I need 
people who are going to stand up for me. I need people who 
are going to coach me. I need people who are going to 
mentor me.” All of this happened over a period of about six 
months because I did throw my hat in the ring because I 
said, “I’m miserable right now because my marriage has 
completely fallen apart, and so I want there to be a light at 
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because now I’m going to do that for my children.” I was 
already the main breadwinner, but it was more that I was 
going to do it for my kids. 
Jane X  
I realized that if you don’t speak up, you’re just going to 
remain where you are.  
Lily X X 
Deep unlearning: In my mind, I always had this model that 
my career was kind of over once I had a family. I think that 
there was never an assumption that I could do both at the 
same time, or some people who did it, but they looked 
miserable or exhausted. It was not the way I wanted it. It 
was weird to have this model that I built my whole life 
toward it. When I saw it and I was like, “well, that’s not 
really what I want to do.” 
Nancy X  
I went and talked to those project managers. “Hey, what is 
it you guys are doing? And, oh, I’ve done the certification.” 
I tried to almost like brag and sell myself. Kind of “No, see, 
look, I can do it, I’m good.” “Oh yeah. I mean I would like 
for you to be in my project.” I kind of used that, then I went 
into this project. That’s how I got into one of the first big-
tier projects. There was no one there to speak on behalf of 
myself, there’s no one there, including my manager.  
Olga X  
You made good observations by debating, commenting, and 
laughing all those factors because the perception could be 
“Wow, she is really very well rounded and has some 
excellent analytical power. Look at the way she argued, 
look at the way she opinionated. She has strong opinions. 
And she actually talked about facts and data behind those. 
Look at the way she debated with a sense of humor. She's 
very strong.” 
Quinn X  
I was told in order to make the next promotion that I needed 
to be more aggressive. “You’re doing a good job but you’re 
not aggressive enough.” I asked for a role model, “How 
aggressive do you mean?” My manager pointed to a woman 
who is probably like the archetype of aggressiveness. I said, 
“Oh, I don’t know if I can go as far as her. But, I see what 
you’re looking for.” 
Rachel X  
You came across many different things to help you, but this 
particular one just stayed with me as an Asian. Because I 
knew that myself, I focused so much on performance. 
Tina X  
My parents told me, “Hey, keep quiet. Do your job, don’t 
get fired.” That was their mentality. In the American 
corporate world, speaking up is valued. It’s very important 
and being seen as having an opinion.  
Una X X 
Deep unlearning: I was born and raised in China. We have 
this strong belief about consensus, harmony, not to make 
others look bad—saving face. We also believe in doing 
things hands-on. My dad would often say, “Even if you 
scored number one again in your class, don’t get big-
headed. You got to be modest. You got to go do things 
instead of just lecture others to do things.” But you see, 
these two things really connect with the situation I’m 
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it’s not going to be consent-driven. How do I get the work 
done, but let the team have the confidence in their leader, 
who’s going to make the hard decisions, yet still know that 
I’m willing to listen and I know when it was not necessarily 
a consensus moment? They need that acknowledgment 
from me.  
Vicky X  
I am willing to put myself out there. I’m willing to be 
rejected. I’m willing to be a little scared. I think that’s the 
big deal. I don’t think a lot of people are willing to do that, 
but I am. I’m quite used to getting rejected. The worst thing 
that can happen is I don’t get a response or they don’t want 
me, then I move on. 
Wendy* X  
“When you speak, your voice carries such weight and 
gravitas.” I’m sure it’s honed over time because I’m four 
feet, eleven. I’m a little person. I look like I’m in my 
thirties. When I speak, I speak with a lot of conviction…. 
Because when I’m speaking, I might be the most senior 
person in the room…people would just assume my White 
male colleague is the one in charge, and he’s actually 
reporting to me. 
Xin** X  
Sometimes your boss wants you to challenge them. And in 
fact, you should challenge them; otherwise, why are you 
getting paid as much as you do, right? This is expected, but 
I have to force myself to do this in a way that doesn’t make 
me want to throw up and one that’s authentic to who I am. 
Yan** X X 
Deep unlearning: I think maybe the word that I was trying 
to go for was unlearn. Because I think again you learn 
throughout your educational experiences or your childhood, 
how doing things a certain way or with certain behaviors is 
what allowed you to be successful either in childhood or in 
your education. What I mean by that is just unlearning 
those habits or those cultural aspects that you learned and 
almost learning a new way to operate in the corporate 
environment. 
Zoe** X X 
Deep unlearning: Because Asian women as a whole, I think 
we’re not really trained and we’re not coached to be risk-
takers. From our families, but also from society at large. 
Society at large doesn’t go, “Asian women, be risk-takers.” 
So, it’s unfortunate. Particularly for first- and second-
generation women, humility is taught oftentimes as a good 
attribute. Patience is oftentimes taught as a good attribute. 
And I think Asian women have to oftentimes break out of 
that and realize, “Humility may not actually help me in my 
career. Patience may not actually help me in my career.” It’s 
almost a mental shift of letting go of some traits that may 
not actually help you in the long term. 
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